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This is the third volume in the series that opened with Technics and Civi- 
lization. Conceived in 1930 as a whole, these studies fall within a common 
frame; and they themselves seek to exemplify in method and plan the 
doctrine of organic humanism that underlies them. Each book modifies 
and deepens the others, as the successive colors in the printing of a litho- 
graph not only fill out the vacant patches on the plate but alter the values 
of the preceding imprint. 

If the experiences of the past ten years have made the colors of the third 
volume more somber, they have not altered the original design. My aim 
has been to give a rounded interpretation of the development of Western 
man, and to show what changes in his plan of life are necessary if he is to 
make the most of the vast powers he may now command: changes that 
have become imperative if he is to save himself from extinction by means 
of the very instruments he too devoutly worships. 

These books were written during a period of rapid social disintegration. 
Whatever hope emerges from them has at least been earned: it is what 
is left after one has faced the worst. Much has been taken from us but 
much, remains: and no knowledge is too bitter to be assimilated provided 
'we have the courage to face our mistakes, the humility to change our 
minds, and the faith and fortitude needed to live through the present 
Time of Troubles. 

Those who seek in the last chapter of the present work for specific direc- 
tions that will enable them to escape from the current situation will look 
in vain; for the final pages of Volume Three only set the stage for Volume 
four which I planned as early as 1940, when I found I could not en- 
compass the whole subject in a single volume. 

Unfortunately a correct diagnosis does not necessarily mean an easy 
cure. Unless men are moved to the depths of their souls — that is, far be- 
low the reach of their conscious knowledge — by the present crisis, there 
is little hope that they will meet its challenge in the only spirit that will 
ensure their survival and renewal. The analysis offered in The Condition 
of Man seeks to give this process an historic foundation and a rational 
goal: but one would not do justice to the gravity of our present state if 
one encouraged the reader to believe that he could reach heaven without 
passing through purgatory. Those who secretly demand “ salvation in six 
easy lessons” reveal their fear of self-criticism, their incapacity to face 
reality, and their desire for a glib mechanical substitute for the painful 
but rewarding processes of life. Not once, but repeatedly in man's history 
has an all-enveloping crisis provided the conditions essential to a re- 
newal of the personality and the community. In the darkness of the present 
day that memory i% also a promise. 
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INTRODUCTION 


What is man? What meaning has his life? What is his origin, his condi- 
tion, his destiny? To what extent is he a creature of forces beyond his 
knowledge and his control, the plaything of nature and the sport of the 
gods? To what extent is he a creator who takes the raw materials of exist- 
ence, the heat of the sun, the stones and the trees and the soil, his very 
body and its organs, and refashions the world to which nature has bound 
him, so that a good part of it reflects his own image and responds to his 
will and his ideal? These questions are as old as the ability to put them 
in so many words; perhaps older. And in framing its answer each epoch 
in human culture, each generation, leaves its characteristic mark. 

All the questions man asks about his life are multiplied by the fact of 
death: for man differs from all other creatures, it would seem, in being 
aware of his own death and in never being fully reconciled to sharing the 
natural fate of all living organisms. The tree of knowledge, with its apple 
•that gave man awareness of good and evil, also grew a more bitter fruit 
man wrenched from its branches: the consciousness of the shortness of the 
individual life and the finality of death. In his resistance to death man 
has often achieved a maximum assertion of life: like a child at the sea’s 
edge, working desperately to build up the walls of his sand castle before 
the next wave breaks over it, man has often made death the center of his 
most valued efforts, cutting temples out of the rock, heaping pyramids 
high above the desert, transposing the mockeries of human power into 
visions of godlike omnipotence, translating human beauty into everlasting 
stone, human experience into printed words, and time itself, arrested in 
art, into a simulacrum of eternity. 

Death happens to all living things; but man alone has created out of the 
constant threat of death a will-to-endure, and out of the desire for con- 
tinuity and immortality in all their many conceivable forms, a more mean- 
ingful kind of life, in which Man redeems the littleness of individual men. 

To achieve knowledge of himself and his place in the world man has 
from the earliest appearance of civilization scanned the heavens above 
, 3 
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and looked into his own heart. Like every other animal, he survives be- 
cause he plays nature’s game: he, too, seizes food and seeks shelter, he 
mates and reproduces; he learns to kill dangerous rivals and to avoid 
poisons: he schools himself to co-operate with his own kind and to wage 
war against all hostile, or seemingly hostile, forms of lile. So well did he 
master these primitive arts, with his free hands, his upright posture, his 
discriminating, self-controlling forebrain, that he finally dominated every 
other species on the planet; and in this very process accomplished an even 
greater miracle — he domesticated himself. Here was a new form of life- 
play; and out of it most of the life-conserving, life-furthering processes of 
civilization have grown. 

During the last century the nature of man has been redefined by scien- 
tific investigation: much that was in the realm of myth or poetry hitherto 
has now been substantiated by detailed analysis and united to broader 
generalizations than any single myth or religious intuition had established. 

With Charles Darwin, we understand that man’s nature is continuous 
with that of animal creation: the biological past of many contributing 
organisms has shaped the organs of his own body: their needs, their im- 
pulses, their urges have laid channels for his own conduct. Every fresh 
emergent that man has made always runs the risk of being dragged back 
to the norm of his animal past: that is the “original sin” whose burden 
he cart never escape, though it carries with it as compensation all the 
vitalities of the animal world and all those primitive processes of co- 
operation, loyalty, and sexual love which have been the foundations of his 
higher life. 

Again, like every other organism, man is in constant interaction with 
his environment, mainly by his daily effort to protect himself against dan- 
ger, to nourish his body, and to secure his future survival. Karl Marx’s 
stress on the fact that work conditions all of man’s other activities, his 
belief that changing processes of production result in cultural transforma- 
tions that affect seemingly remote parts of man’s social life, are now in- 
tegral parts of our knowledge of man’s nature. 

Man’s capacity to impose work on himself not merely gave him greater 
security and freedom but made possible a more highly organized kind of 
society: not by accident perhaps was the original step from tribal societies 
to civilization accompanied for long by the enslavement of large groups, 
until all men were ready to submit to the slavery of work itself for the 
purpose of the wider and completer liberation that results from the eco- 
nomic division of labor. But in origin work and play have the same com- 
mon trunk and cannot be detached: every mastery of \he economic condi- 
tions of life lightens the burdens of servile work and opens up new possi- 
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bilities for art and play; and in these realms man gains a fuller insight 
into his surroundings, his community, and himself. Thus man’s released 
activities grow out of his conditioned activities: the esthetic flower out of 
the economic leaf. 

Without compulsory labor, civilizations would not originally have pro- 
duced enough spare energy to maintain their higher activities. Without 
freedom from compulsory labor, man cannot enjoy these higher activities. 

Man is pre-eminently the handy animal: his meeting thumb and fore- 
finger and his free arms have given him a power to manipulate his en- 
vironment that no other creature possesses. No organic view of man can, 
accordingly, ignore the weight and significance of man’s technics: the first 
book in the present series, Technics and Civilization, is devoted wholly to 
this subject. But this is not the same as saying that economic needs and 
technical processes are self-perpetuating and self-transforming, and that 
man’s life in work constitutes his only essential reality. Those who believe 
in economic determinism, as the single clue to history, ascribe an inde- 
pendent life to mechanisms and conceive of the human community as be- 
ing passively molded by them. To hold that man is completely conditioned 
by his agents of production is as false as to hold that he can completely 
escape their pervasive effects. 

Man gains, through work, the insight into nature he needs to transmute 
work into artifacts and symbols that have a use beyond ensuring his imme- 
diate animal survival. The ultimate justification of work lies not alone in 
the performance and the product but in the realm of the arts and sciences. 
The role of work is to make man a master of the conditions of life: hence 
its constant discipline is essential to his grasp of the real world. The func- 
tion of work is to provide man with a living: not for the purpose of en- 
larging his capacities to consume but of liberating his capacities to create. 
The social meaning of work derives from the acts of creation it makes 
possible. 

' If work is the chief of man’s self-maintaining activities, every act that 
he performs has the same underlying purpose: to effect within the organ- 
ism a dynamic equilibrium and to enable it to continue the processes of 
growth and to postpone those that make for death. A succession of physi- 
ologists, from Claude Bernard to J. S. Haldane and Walter Cannon, have 
established the importance of man’s internal environment: its delicately 
maintained stability is the condition of his being set free to think and 
feel and exercise his senses without keeping too sharp an eye upon the 
bare necessities of survival. Disturbances in this internal environment 
affect the psyche loqg before they cast a burden on man’s other organs; 
and there is much reason to think that the opposite process also takes 
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place: a succession of investigators from Janet and Freud onward have 
established the fact that psychic disharmony may disrupt the equilibrium 
of the whole physical organism and even cause drastic disturbances of 
function in one or another organ. 

Man’s sanity and health consist, in fact, in his maintaining this double 
balance: an even internal environment that frees the mind for independent 
explorations and a balance of mind that enables the body to function as 
an effective whole, despite continued changes of circumstance, changes 
of occupation, and changes of physiological equilibrium through growth 
itself. Change is a constant factor in all these processes: but not indefinite 
change, for all life-maintaining changes are in the direction of equilib- 
rium: those old standards of the Greek philosophers, harmony and com- 
posure under all circumstances, as in Socrates’ imperturbable conduct at 
Potidea, have the sanction of scientific wisdom. That equilibrium is itself 
dynamic: for it is only by accepting and controlling change that man can 
maintain his organism at its full capacity to function. 

As with other organisms man is subject to arrests, fixations, lapses into 
inertness. In his desire to avoid physical danger, he may imitate the errors 
of the armored reptiles; in trying to achieve a stable social order, he may 
be tempted to imitate the ants, which have achieved complete social har- 
mony at the price of going no farther in their development; in his desire 
for an easy physical life, he may resort to parasitism, and in his effort to 
overcome pain he may deliberately choose insensibility, which is a living 
death. 

All these temptations are vices because they are denials of the essential 
nature of the living organism: denials of its capacity for variation, in 
which it differs from insensate matter; its capacity for experimental life- 
play, seeking a fuller mastery of its circumstances and its very self ; and 
finally, its capacity for insurgence, its unwillingness to take things lying 
down. Variation, experiment, and insurgence are all of them attributes 
of freedom; and though all organisms seem to make a bid for freedom, 
it is man who has strained hardest to achieve it and to keep it as an essen- 
tial attribute of at least some part of his society: even when he denied it 
to a whole community, he reserved it for a favored group or class. 

Man’s extraordinary biological success has been due to the fact that he 
was, in an extreme degree, the free and adventurous animal, with insati- 
able curiosity that was stronger than that of the elephant’s child, with a 
desire for mobility that has finally given him command of every medium 
of locomotion, even the air, with an audacity that gave him control over 
fire and now promises to release intra-atomic energy. But he was also the 
self-nurturing, the self-domesticating animal, who prolonged his own mat- 
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ing season past the period of rut and prolonged the infancy of his children 
long enough to turn random infantile vocalizations into die orderly asso- 
ciations and symbolisms of language. Man’s freedom has always been 
achieved within the co-operative patterns of his culture: not freedom to 
reject his social heritage, to depart from the human norm, but to select, to 
modify, to augment that heritage, and to raise the norm. 

So much for the elemental nature of man. It is an essential part of his 
history; but there is another part that it is even more important to reckon 
with: that which he shares with the other social animals, and above all, 
that which emerged through the development of man’s specifically human 
traits. 

Man’s life differs from that of most other organisms in that individua- 
tion has become more important to him than strict conformity to type: 
he participates in all the characters of his species, and yet, by the very 
complexity of his needs, each individual makes over the life-course of 
the species and achieves a character and becomes a person. The more 
fully he organizes his environment, the more skillfully he associates in 
groups, the more constantly he draws on his social heritage, the more does 
the person emerge from society as its fulfillment and perfection. But that 
process is never finished. Every other animal but man is a complete repre- 
sentative of his species: man remains the unfinished animal, like the meas- 
uring worm at the end of a twig, in Albert Pinkham Ryder’s illustration, 
ever reaching out into the unknown. Man’s growth, therefore, is not com- 
pleted by his biological fulfillment as a mate and a parent: nor is it com- 
pleted by his death. Man’s nature is a self-surpassing and a self-transcend- 
ing one: his utmost achievements are always beginnings and his fullest 
growth must still leave him unsatisfied. 

This quality of self-transcendence must be joined to another fact about 
the nature of man: namely, that above his instinctive and automatic activi- 
ties lies a whole stratum where purpose and meaning have full play. A 
meaningless life and a purposeless life belong to the not-yet-human. Man 
does not, therefore, merely function toward survival, his own or that of his 
species, like other animals: he functions towards ends, which he himself 
becomes progressively conscious of and progressively able to define. Out- 
side such meanings and ends, the bitter words of the Preacher will hold: 
All is vanity. Man’s purposes are not alone given in nature, but super- 
imposed on nature through his social heritage: man’s ecologic partner- 
ship with the earth and all other living forms must — as Patrick Geddes 
elaborated — be complemented by man’s special creations, art, culture, 
and polity, the processes through which he has made over every aspect 
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of his natural environment, turning love-calls into music and stone quar- 
ries into cities. 

Like the social insects man has found a way of strengthening certain 
useful individual traits through the social division of labor: a further 
working out of the original biological division of tasks between the sexes. 
Because of the element of compulsion and exploitation that was present 
in the passage from primitive tribal co-operation to organized communi- 
ties, these functional divisions have often tended historically to harden 
into castes. But the real justification for the social division of labor lies 
in the fact that it gives the individual personality the benefit of the whole 
community’s heightened capacities. It is in and through the community 
that the individual person finds himself enlarged, energized — and com- 
pleted. In society man faces himself and realizes himself; and in a free 
society, mobile and democratic, like Athens in the fifth century B.C., each 
citizen has an opportunity to plumb all his potentialities: the specialized 
fragments are re-united in the whole man. At that point the human per- 
son becomes an emergent from the community, embodying it and tran- 
scending it: rejecting complete “adjustment” for the sake of growth. 

The social division of labor found in some degree in all human socie- 
ties was made possible by an even earlier human advance: the invention 
of symbolization and the development of language. This is the most 
specifically human characteristic; and it has given a special kind of cohe- 
sion to the human community: that which results from a common response 
to a common group of symbols. Man’s natural environment is comple- 
mented by his idolum: and by idolum I mean a symbolic milieu composed* 
of images, sounds, words, fabrications, and even natural objects to which 
man has attached a representative value. Symbolic representation makes 
possible an interchange of experiences without respect to immediate lim- 
itations of time and space. As man found ways of creating “permanent” 
symbols in stone or reproducing his symbols by manifolding and copying, 
he has been able to make larger and larger areas of his otherwise private 
experience available to other men, though they are separated from him 
by birth or distance. 

The ability to create symbols and respond to symbols is an essential 
difference between the world of brutes and the world of men. Without 
symbols, man’s life would be one of immediate appetites, immediate sen- 
sations; limited to a past shorter than his own lifetime, at the mercy of 
a future he could never anticipate, never prepare for. In such a world 
out of hearing would be out of reach, and out of sight would be out of 
mind. By means of symbols man builds a coherent T^orld out of patches 
of sense-data and gleams of individual experience. 
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The failure to understand the role of symbolization in human life has 
been responsible for a grave misunderstanding of the nature of man. 
Because symbols are subjective in origin, in that they are not found in 
nature outside man, many people fancy that they are unreal, mischiev- 
ous, or that a more%ound existence would be possible if all symbols were 
excluded except those that could be reduced to quantities or visible oper- 
ations. Those who have advocated this view lack an understanding of 
man’s essence and true aptitude. On this subject Jean Calvin, for ex- 
ample, is a safer guide than many current behaviorists. “The mani- 
fold agility of the soul, which enables it to take a survey of heaven and 
earth; to join the past and the present; to retain the memory of things 
heard long ago; to conceive of whatever it chooses by the help of imag- 
ination: its ingenuity, also, in the invention of such admirable arts, are 
certain proofs of the divinity of man.” Thus Calvin. This agility of the 
soul is the result of man’s development of the symbol: a more miraculous 
tool than the fire that Prometheus stole from heaven. 

Communication, communion, and co-operation, the three essential at- 
tributes of human society, are all dependent upon the acceptance of com- 
mon symbols to which the same meanings, functions, and values are 
attached. Without those symbols there may be cohabitation; there may 
even be a primitive kind of co-operation confined to the visible object and 
the passing moment: but no more. And in turn, the deepening humaniza- 
tion of man in society depends upon his capacity to turn experiences into 
symbols and symbols into life-experiences. With limited symbols, he lives 
in a closed world, closed in time, closed in space: a world without dis- 
tances, perspectives, alternatives, prospects. Only by means of sym- 
bols can man widen the powers of discrimination and the acts of choice: 
only by symbols can he release himself from immediate pressures and 
cast the events of his life into an order he has pre-ordained and shaped 
in the mind. Thus symbols are not vicarious substitutes for experience 
but a means of enhancing it and enlarging its domain. 

Ritual, art, poesy, drama, music, dance, philosophy, science, myth, 
religion, are accordingly all as essential to man as his daily bread: man’s 
true life consists not alone in the work activities that directly sustain him, 
but in the symbolic activities which give significance both to the processes 
of work and their ultimate products and consummations. There is no 
poverty worse than that of being excluded, by ignorance, by insensibility, 
or by a failure to master the language, from the meaningful symbols of 
one’s culture: those forms of social deafness or blindness are truly death 
to the human personality. For it is through the effort to achieve meaning, 
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form, and value that the potentialities of man are realized, and his actual 
life in turn is raised to a higher potential. 

The three studies in this series attempt to give full weight to all the 
essential conditions for man’s development; but in this survey of The 
Condition of Man it becomes important to redress the conventional con- 
temporary imbalance, by giving emphasis precisely to those aspects 
of man’s life that are usually neglected: his dreams, his purposes, his 
ideals, his utopias. Many and various are the products of man’s art: but 
his final work of art is himself. 

To achieve a more organic view of man’s nature and prospebts we must 
reverse the conventional metaphysics, which looks upon th^ so-called 
physical universe as basic and ultimate, and which regards tne facts of 
human existence as derivative. This metaphysics became popular because 
uniformities and mathematical certainties were first established in the 
physical sciences and first applied to the heavenly bodies, remote from 
this man-infected world. But man is not bom into that bare physical uni- 
verse: rather, he is bom into a world of human values, human purposes, 
human instruments, human designs; and all that he knows or believes 
about the physical world is the result of his own personal and social de- 
velopment. The very language he uses for neutral scientific description 
is a social product that antedates his science. Indeed, the tendency to look 
upon processes in the physical world as more important, more funda- 
mental, than the processes of organisms, societies, and personalities is 
itself a by-product of a particular moment of human history: the out- 
come of a systematic self-deflation. 

The path of human development has been from sensation to signifi- 
cance, from the externally conditioned to the internally conditioned, from 
herdlike cohesion to rational co-operation, from automatism to freedom. 
Thus the poor beplagued creature of circumstances who greets us at the 
beginning of history becomes progressively the shaper of his own char- 
acter, the creator of his own destiny. But only up to a point. . . . For 
this increase of self-control is subject to numerous hazards and setbacks: 
man is the sport of natural forces both outside and within himself, forces 
he sometimes circumvents but never entirely sets at naught. Pride trips 
him; reason unnerves him. Even man’s cunningest efforts to escape na- 
ture’s dominion may recoil against him: has he not, at this moment of 
apparent triumph over nature, seen himself slip helplessly back from 
freedom to automatism, from civilization to barbarism? In short, man’s 
creativeness is always subject to his creatureliness; in the end, as Robert 
Frost says, he must leave something to God. • 

Man’ s higher development has been due to his unw illingne ss to accept 
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the limits of the outer world as his own ultimate boundaries. Dreams, 
impulses, intuitions, welling up within him, have helped man to give 
part of that world the dimensions of his own being: a Kantian discovery 
that positivism unreasonably condemns. Man sees God, as the theologians 
say, and seeks to*walk with Him in righteousness. Against the naked 
wishes of his own ego he sets the super-ego: on one side a collective censor 
and mentor, a judge and a moral conscience, bringing the private self 
into relation with the public self, uniting the wishes of the moment with 
the needs of a lifetime; and on the other side, the gods and muses, minis- 
ters of grace, urging him to goodness and beauty, beguiling him with 
visions that surpass the ego’s most exalted private dreams. 

Often man’s imagination has led him into error and his search for 
light has plunged him into deeper darkness, even as his will-to-perfection 
has sometimes made him inhuman, cruel, life-denying. It was easier for 
myth and religion to personify subjects than for science to objectify ob- 
jects. But the final outcome of these efforts has been a deeper insight into 
his condition and destiny than his practical activities by themselves would 
ever have called forth. For it is by means of his ideal fabrications that 
man circumvents his animal fate: his idolum and his super-ego help him 
to transcend the narrow pragmatic limits of human society. 

Thus, deviously but persistently, man has developed into a person: tied 
to a local community, yet seeking brotherhood with all like-minded men; 
bound to his own tribe, yet seeking a common tongue which others can 
share and a wider purpose in which they can cooperate; tethered to his 
biological destiny, yet most deeply human when he is detached and re- 
leased, when, “counting gain or loss as one,” he accepts Krishna’s call 
to face battle and death. Man comes into the world, he struggles, he tri- 
umphs, he dies, not in order merely to perpetuate his species but to give 
it a new destiny — that which his own cumulative culture makes possible: 
a destiny that gives to the cosmos itself, perhaps, an emergent end, only 
latent in matter and life till man himself appeared. A monad that can 
think and feel is more important than a galaxy of impassive stars. The 
soul, as Whitman well says, stands cool and composed before a million 
universes. 

Man’s subjective and his objective world are in constant interplay: 
nothing that he knows about the universe can be dissociated from the 
facts of his own life; and no product of his culture is so detached from 
the larger groundwork of existence that he can impute to his individual 
powers what alone has been made possible by countless generations of 
men and by the underlying co-operation of the entire system of nature. 
Nature has helped man to model his very self, and in turn, his own idolum 
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has become a second nature, fulfilling more completely his latent powers. 
Such historic accumulations of culture form the topsoil and humus in 
which the higher life of man has flourished. Let the historic roots of a 
culture be plowed up, let the dust storms scatter the loose soil, and what 
is left is a bare surface of non-historic experience which will not sustain 
human life or thought. 

Man alone lives in a time-world that transcends the limitations of his 
local environment: the world of the past, the present, and the possible; 
or, if you will, the real, the realizing, and the realizable. Once he loses 
hold on any of these dimensions of his experience, he cuts himself off 
from a part of reality. \ 

The slogan of the political reformers of the eighteenth century was — 
The past has nothing to teach us; history is only the record of supersti- 
tions, frauds, miseries, and lies. But the actions of these reformers were 
usually more rational than their doctrines: they were not so indifferent 
to human experience as to deny that honesty was better than fraud or 
justice better than crime. Only in our own age have the final consequences 
of their anti-historic nihilism shown themselves. During the last genera- 
tion, particularly in the United States, it became popular to say that only 
contemporary history was important; whereas the truth is that all history 
is important because it is contemporary and nothing is perhaps more so 
than those hidden parts of the past that still survive without our being 
aware of their daily impact. He who knows only the events of the last 
generation or the last century knows less than nothing about what is 
actually happening now or what is about to take place. 

So far from being overwhelmed by the accumulations of history, the 
fact is that mankind has never consciously carried enough of its past 
along with it. Hence a tendency to stereotype a few sorry moments of the 
past, instead of perpetually re-thinking it, re-valuating it, re-living it in 
the mind. It is only by this act of deliberately recapturing the past that 
one can escape its unconscious influence ; and this ordering of man’s real 
experience is, as Croce has well said, the true groundwork of philosophy. 
By lengthening the historic perspective, one gains power to throw off the 
partialities and relativities of one’s immediate society; likewise, by facing 
the totality of human experience, one becomes aware of elements that the 
fashion or habit of one’s own particular epoch may arbitrarily have 
neglected: archaic elements, primal elements, irrational elements, neg- 
lected mutations and concealed survivals, often overlooked by the wise 
in their too narrow wisdom. 

In this sense, history is a reservoir of human creafiveness. Without the 
perpetual rediscovery and reinterpretation of history, without free access 
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to that reservoir, the life of any single generation would be but a trickle 
of water in a desert. 

The limited conventions of historians have made us forget, however, 
that history has an anticipatory side: it is the domain of the possible, the 
starting point of the ideal. The real future is no mechanical continuation 
of the present, which can be projected by a simple curve on a graph. 
From moment to moment the inertia of the past may be altered by new 
factors springing from both inside and outside the human personality. 
The creation and selection of new potentialities, the projection of ideal 
goals is, with reference to the future, the counterpart of an intelligent 
commerce with the past. The neglect of the ideal leads only to the covert 
practice of giving to the present an ideal significance it does not possess. 
Utopia, as the expression of rational possibilities, is an integral feature 
of purposive living; for no human life is fully rational unless it antici- 
pates its own life-course and controls its present actions and present needs 
in the light of some more general plan, some larger system of values, 
into which all the parts of its existence tend to fit. 

History is the dynamic working out of the drama of a culture; and in 
the drama of a culture, the nature of man defines itself and realizes it- 
self in partial detachment from the world common to other living organ- 
isms. If nature is the theater of human life, the historic cultures provide 
the scenery against which men act their parts. Much of the activity that 
goes into a drama is preparatory and instrumental: but who would go to 
the theater if all that went on was the raising and lowering of the curtain 
or a perpetual change of scene — no matter with what mechanical adroit- 
ness those tasks might be carried on? The combined efforts of the archi- 
tects, builders, mechanics, scene shifters and spectators would not, in 
themselves, produce a significant drama. 

The drama itself is not a mere repetitive doing and acting: it consists 
in symbolic deeds and actions and words through which the characters 
who participate in it realize their fullest potentialities as men and women, 
in a significant and purposive performance. Only when the drama is 
enacted are the struggle and sweat of the preparatory workers justified. 
All our questions as to the condition of man, then, remain bottomless until 
one places man in the frame of a particular culture and a particular 
historic moment: for his nature reveals itself only in the acting out of 
his particular drama; and it cannot be understood by a static external 
analysis, since time and purpose and development are of its essence. 

With such basic notions as to the nature of man we now approach the 
present crisis in mo4prn civilization and attempt to bring to it a fresh 
understanding. 
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In the present book I purpose to deal at length with the tangled ele- 
ments of Western man’s spiritual history. People whose course of life 
has reached a crisis must confront their collective past as fully as a 
neurotic patient must unbury his personal life: long-forgotten traumas 
in history may have a disastrous effect upon millions who remain un- 
aware of them. If we have not time to understand the past, we will not 
have the insight to control the future; for the past never leaves us, and 
the future is already here. 

The period through which we are living presents itself as one of un- 
mitigated confusion and disintegration: a period of paralyzing economic 
depressions, of unrestrained butcheries and enslavements, arid of world- 
ravaging wars: a period whose evil fulfillments have betrayed all its 
beneficent promises. But behind all these phenomena of physical destruc- 
tion we can detect an earlier and perhaps more fundamental series of 
changes: a loss of communion between classes and peoples, a breakdown 
in stable behavior, a loss of form and purpose in many of the arts, with a 
growing emphasis on the accidental and the trivial: in short, the earliest 
form of this crisis was an internal “schism of the soul,” as Toynbee calls 
it, and a break up of the over-all pattern of meaning. 

The drama our civilization had presented during the last four centuries 
was played to its end: it was in fact played out; and the continued pres- 
ence of the actors on the same stage, babbling the same parts, repealing 
gestures too well learned, resulted only in a confusion that covered their 
general emptiness of purpose. 

The time has come for a new drama to be conceived and enacted. Each 
of us has his part to play in that renewal. And first of all, we must under- 
stand the formative forces that are still at work in our civilization: by 
such fuller and deeper knowledge of our own living past, we will re- 
fashion the actors themselves and give them new parts to perform. Now, 
as once before in the disintegrating classic and medieval worlds, the 
achievement of a new personality, a new attitude toward man and nature 
and the cosmos, are matters of life and death. We must recapture once 
more our sense of what it is to be a man: we must fashion a fresh way of 
life, which will give to every man a new value and meaning in his daily 
activities. A crisis that has been faced and mastered gives the survivor 
a new confidence in his powers: thereby he reaches a higher point than 
he might have achieved through a more normal line of growth. There lies 
our hope. 

In an attempt to control the disintegrating forces that are at work in 
our society, we must resume the search for unity^ and to this end, we 
must explore the historic nature of the modem personality and the com- 
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munity, in all their richness, variety, complication, and depth, as both 
the means and the end of our effort. As the processes of unity take form 
in the mind, we may expect to see a similar integration take place in 
institutions. But this change is not an automatic one. Only those who daily 
seek to renew and perfect themselves will be capable of transforming our 
society; while only those who are eager to share their highest goods with 
the whole community — indeed, with all humanity— will be capable of 
transforming themselves. 




CHAPTER I. 


PRELUDE TO AN ERA 


1: Anticipations of Dissolution 

Modern man in the West first took shape in a period of cultural dis- 
integration: a slow, painful, largely unconscious process whose meaning 
did not become plain to him until all hope of arresting it had disappeared. 

Some of the best traits in our character are the product of a grand re- 
treat that took place within the very heart of classic civilization, at a time 
when all its values seemed secure. If pity and love have had a larger part 
to play in our life than they did in the ancient world, it is mainly because 
they nourished man during a period when he was dying of starvation 
while sitting at a feast. To understand our present selves, we must under- 
stand the central core which formed the primitive Christian: not because 
we can live again within that archaic mold, but because we can then see 
into the nature of our own plight and direct our efforts towards an even 
more positive renewal. 

For more than fifteen hundred years, our Western World has been 
dsminated by the personality and the myth of Jesus of Nazareth. The 
prophecies that announced him, the words attributed to him, the rites that 
enthroned him, the myths that magnified him, the institutions that sup- 
planted him, have all left their imprint even on seemingly remote parts 
of Western man’s existence. Any interpretation of contemporary events 
which neglects the parallel between the Roman order and the modem 
world, and which fails to understand the path taken by the Christian com- 
munities, lacks a possible guide to the future. If we are to find a 
straighter path, we must at least recognize the historic reasons for Chris- 
tianity’s success. 

One of the most convenient of Western man’s fictions is his habit of 
dating the events of world history before and after the birth of Jesus 
Christ. But this mode of reckoning produces a false perspective: it shows 
time shrinking, year by year, from six thousand to one thousand, down 
to unity; and then beginning to increase once more. This produces the 
illusion of a waning alhd waxing of events: a steep descent and a steady 

17 



18 THE CONDITION OF MAN 

upward rise. No one can doubt that the turning poinrttself was a decisive 
one. But there was a long underground germination. The Christian era 
did not begin with the birth of Christ: it began five or six hundred years 
before. We know far less about the immediate mission of Christ than we 
do about the prelude and the aftermath. Isaiah, Hesiod, Lao-tse, Buddha, 
Confucius, Solon, Zoroaster were activators in a far-spreading ethical and 
mystical movement that set the stage for the Christian drama. 

In a curious way, the illusion of dwindling years gives a fairly accu- 
rate picture of the course of life among the Greeks and the Jews from 
the fifth and fourth century B.c. onwards. Christianity took possession of 
a world in decay. The Jews had reached their high point in culture and 
religion by the end of the sixth century: their supreme figure was the 
prophet Isaiah. From that point on the voice of the prophets was under- 
lined by events: their dark predictions and warnings were justified in 
a succession of catastrophes, until these harried people, no longer able 
to hold their own in a world of military rapine, fell at last under the 
yoke of the Romans. The period of their downfall was marked by an 
end of the old prophecies, which had been filled with somber determina- 
tion and rational hope, calling for an heroic discipline in the community. 
Human effort would no longer save these people from misfortune. Some- 
thing superhuman was required. 

The coming of Christ marked a definite turning point in Judaism. He 
is the last of the great line of prophets; after him come the Rabbis, the 
commentators, the philosophers, the moralists; and as the Jews themselves 
were further dispersed over the earth, reaching China, traveling down 
into darkest Africa, making their way across the bleak wastes of Russia, 
they carried with them the limitations that Christianity presently tran- 
scended: their tribalism, their racialism, the venerable customs that sealed 
them up in their own self-sufficient world. Yet this people became the 
catalytic agent in the new transformation of society: their presence was 
necessary, but they were unaffected by the change that took place. With- 
out them, nothing so significant might have happened on the world stage: 
yet everything that Christianity formulated and did was accomplished, so 
to say, saving their presence. Judaism, translated into Christianity, lost 
itself to gain a world. That loss and that gain can be understood only 
in the light of the disruption of the classic order itself. 

2: Attic Fulfillment 

Another important part of the story of modern man begins for us 
among a people far different from the motley ma& of Africans, Syrians, 
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Romans, Teutons, wfro were finally to crave the Gospel and create the 
structure of the Christian Church: it begins with the Greeks. 

By the sixth century, this people had long been settled among the 
islands in the Aegean Sea and the adjacent mainlands: through coloniza- 
tion and trade, their culture extended over into Sicily on the West and up 
along the shores of Ihe Black Sea on the East. They were hunters, farm- 
ers, herdsmen: eventually sailors and merchants and craftsmen. Their 
soil was thin, even before the goats had ravaged the undergrowth of the 
forests and the woodman’s ax cut down the live oaks, the plane trees, and 
the pines. They lived in a land of contrasts and extremes, with teeming 
winter rains and dry summers that turn raging rivers into stone-bottomed 
creeks. Here a continent life prevailed: the hard routine of the farm, 
fairly described by Hesiod: bread, milk, honey, olives, an occasional 
goat or sheep: almost always enough, almost never too much. But occa- 
sionally there was luxury in the seaports as the products of the potter 
and the smith found markets in distant lands, the little black ships bring- 
ing back purple dye from Tyre and papyrus from Egypt, even as the 
Yankee merchant captain brought back to Salem the silks of Calcutta 
and the porcelain of China. 

Sparta and Ionia were the poles of this life: Sparta with its rigor and 
its abstinence, self-commanded even when necessity was lacking: Ionia, 
an outpost of the East, with its perfumes and its gay silken clothes, its 
incense and its luxury. A land of keen outlines: headlands and temples 
etched, knife-sharp, against a sapphire blue sky. Cities occupied the fore- 
ground: small, friendly, almost parochial, based upon family and tribe, 
filled with neighbors who met face to face, and who kept one foot in their 
ancestral village. 

By the sixth century b.c. the experience of these peoples had begun 
to bear fruit. Their struggles and jealousies, their adventures and hard- 
ships and wars, had taken shape in the Homeric poems, the Odyssey 
and the Iliad in particular: the fighting man who uses his muscles su- 
perbly, and the curious, restless man who uses his wits, assumed ideal 
forms in Achilles and Odysseus. In Hesiod, the voice of the village came 
forth: denouncing injustice, hating war, picturing the descent of man from 
the Golden Age of the past to the Iron Age of the present, but celebrating 
with pious confidence man’s Works and Days. Misfortune was common 
but life was sweet: though the gods avenged Prometheus’s theft of fire 
from heaven, they left man Hope. 

Swiftly comes the creative moment in this civilization. The mind re- 
mains delicately suspended: the eye looks around, discriminates, inquires, 
beholds the natural wofld and passes at a bound from sprawling fantasy 
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to continent, self-defining knowledge. In Thales and Anaximander natural 
science is bom: in Parmenides and his successors, logic. Sport lifts the 
trammels of material necessity even in thinking: the mind has its own 
Olympic celebration; and for a moment the highest good lies not in mak- 
ing or in doing, but in quietly seeing: theory and esthetics are the domi- 
nant modes of Greek experience. Theory means reflective contemplation; 
esthetics, ordered perception. Over all spread the new doctrines of logic: 
an attempt to bring the order of thought and the order of being into a 
single realm. Kalakogathia, beautiful goodness, is the Hellenic expres- 
sion for this unity. Beauty spreads from the body in the gymnasium to 
the statue that stands at the entrance: the rhythm of gesture and move- 
ment flows from the dancer and the discus thrower to the black outlines 
of the figures on vase, cup, and bowl. 

Above all, the reign of law begins: caked and clotted custom, which 
had established the limited brotherhood of family and tribe, which had 
given the old warrior nobles their pre-eminence in the community, must 
now submit to criticism, revaluation, revision. Law brings with it a widen- 
ing sense of order, which includes both the physical universe and the 
social structure: it is no accident that the first great natural philosopher, 
Thales, and the first great Greek law-giver, Solon, appear in the sixth 
century and correspond with each other. 

In the fourth century, Plato laid down the ideal conditions for govern- 
ment: that a philosopher should become a king, or that a king should 
acquire philosophy: furthermore, a reluctance to assume office was one 
of the marks of the true ruler. All these conditions had been fulfilled in 
the person of Solon. When he became the archon, or temporary ruler* he 
effected a series of bold reforms: he wiped out the accumulated burden 
of debts, brought about by the introduction of a money economy into 
a simple agricultural society; he prevented men from selling themselves 
desperately into bondage; he reduced the privileges and voting power 
of the landed aristocracy; he established a democratic polity in which 
free citizens became the active administrators of the laws, took part in 
judicial decisions, participated in military service. Not merely did Solon 
refuse to assume exclusive power himself: he retired from the scene and 
went traveling, in order to test the strength and efficacy of his reforms. 
His individual actions were courageous, his detachment exemplary. What 
might not a group of Solons accomplish? 

Though Solon established the rule of law, to supplant the rule of cus- 
toms or individuals, the latter came back, almost immediately, in the 
tyranny of Pisistratus. But the democratic experiment was well started; 
and the experience of the Athenians, during the’next two centuries, was 
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to demonstrate its advantages and drawbacks. In the full tide of law, 
civic responsibility, communal participation in the arts, common sacri- 
fice in the defense of the country, the human person flourished, with a 
free creativeness it had never probably shown on such a scale before. If 
custom passed into Jaw, ritual and myth passed into religious drama in 
the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles; and the ribald eroticism of the 
village, in the capering license of the springtide, became the comedies 
of Aristophanes, in which healthy smut was mixed with wit, intellectual 
criticism, political reprimand. 

In the world of thought, as in the domain of action, law was the foun- 
dation of freedom: a method of overcoming the irrational and the un- 
predictable. The legal meaning of law plays into the scientific meaning 
from Anaximander down to Ostwald in our own day. Without order there 
can be no freedom and without defining the limits of obligation one can- 
not achieve them or pass beyond them. In time, the impersonal equity of 
Nature became, with the Stoic philosophers, the pattern for human so- 
ciety: orderly government based itself upon the primal laws of nature, 
reborn in the human heart. 

Law, order, continuity: these conditions are fundamental to freedom, 
variety, and novelty, and are thus the very basis of social creativeness: 
for freedom without law is irresponsible anarchy, variety without order 
is chaos, and novelty without continuity is empty distraction. We who 
live in an age of tyranny and disorder can recapture, perhaps, a little 
of the breathless wonder and delight that the people of Athens felt when 
thtfy established a written constitution and engraved it on columns in the 
market place, so that all might read, bear witness, and understand the 
principles upon which their political life was based. 

The important thing to notice about Greek culture in its heyday is 
that nature and society were understood as a unity: Heraclitus’ Treatise 
on Nature was divided into three parts, on the universe, on politics, and 
on theology. Had he added a fourth part, on medicine, he would have 
embraced the full contribution of Hellenic thought to the molding of 
personality. 

While the personality was thus unified, it was possible for a statesman 
like Solon to be a distinguished poet; for a stonecutter like Socrates to 
be a doughty soldier and a supreme teacher; for a tragic dramatist like 
Sophocles to take his turn as a general in command of Athens’ armies. 
Out of an organic society arises an equally organic sense of the person. 
The test of this unified view of man, society, and nature comes in the 
treatment of disease. If*one knew nothing of Greek law, science, or archi- 
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tecture, one might deduce much of what I have been describing from the 
teachings of Hippocrates and his school. 

What were the specific contributions of the School of Hippocrates — 
a special cure, an infallible diagnostic? Not in the least: Hippocrates* 
great discovery lay in the perception that the cure # of disease and the 
maintenance of health belonged to the same branch of knowledge and 
practice: disease was not an aberration, hut a fulfillment of the order of 
nature. 

Hippocrates’ merit was to begin with the patient instead of the dis- 
order: to see him in his environment, and to understand the effect of air, 
climate, water, soil, situation, and food upon the internal equilibrium of 
the body. Exercise, regimen, and diet were, with change of scene, the 
secrets of medical cure, because they were originally the secret of man’s 
own improvement of his physical condition. The Hippocratic tracts point 
out that the work of the physician is not a whit different, with respect to 
diet, from the original work of mankind in finding out what sorts of food 
could be digested, and what are unfitted for human use. Man was not 
an isolated body; and his disease was no mysterious possession of the 
body by an evil spirit, but an event in the order of nature, to be followed 
patiently and to be rectified, not by a single remedy, but by every means 
that is available for producing health. 

In The Laws Plato called the true physician an educator, and con- 
trasted him with the quack who tends to slaves and who applies his quick 
and ready remedies, after a diagnosis equally brief. It is as educators 
that one must consider the School of Hippocrates: physicians whose yis- 
dom consisted in understanding nature and co-operating with her, making 
the patient take his own share in this co-operation, even to the point 
of accepting death with resignation. Know thyself runs through this whole 
culture: Thales utters it: Hippocrates formulates it: the Delphic Oracle 
has it written over the gates of the Temple: Socrates repeats it. The essen- 
tial element in this regimen of self-knowledge is leisure and patience; 
and that applies to both the bodily and the spiritual conditions of man. 
But in practice this meant that only a limited group, the free citizens — 
or at least the wealthy — could live a fully human life. 

“If anyone, regardless of the appointed time, tries to subd diseases 
by medicine,” observes Plato in the Timaeus, “he only agg. and 
multiplies them. Wherefore we ought always to manage them by regimen, 
as far as we can spare the time, and not provoke a disagreeable enemy 
by medicine.” This counsel of patience was not a foreign one to Greek 
culture, so long as it kept its agricultural connections, and continueu to 
live by the olive tree, which bears no fruit for die first fifteen or twenty 
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years of its existence. It was only when this agricultural tie was weakened 
by extensive trade and imperialist exploitation that patience gave out. 
Then people looked for short-cuts to happiness, to success, or to personal 
perfection. Some of Plato’s contempt for the Sophists must have been 
due to the fact thqt they not only taught wisdom for pay but promised 
that it would quickly bear fruit. 

When one surveys Hellas at the beginning of the fifth century it would 
seem as if the Greeks were on the brink of a permanently happy dispen- 
sation: fear quieted, pain under control, disease gently diverted to health, 
human relationships passing from force and custom to justice and ra- 
tional ethics — with beauty rising, in the painted images or marble temples 
of the Acropolis, above the simple dwellings, still unpretentious as in a 
village, huddled together below. If the shield of Homer presented an 
idyll of the early life of the village, the Panathenaic frieze represented 
the ideal consummation of the polis. Was the smile on the face of the 
sixth century statues, that smile we now call archaic, not more than an 
inane convention? Life was good. Reason and measure had appeared. 

Reason, as Parmenides observed, delivers one from the aimless gov- 
ernment of the eye, the echoing of the ear, the bondage of habit: it is 
truer than the senses. Measurement frees one from confusion and muddle: 
the builder with his rule and his compass achieves accuracy and geo- 
metric beauty, which Plato calls the highest form of beauty: in shipbuild- 
ing, in temple building, in all manner of carpentry and masonry, in pot- 
tery and in plastic art, these subtle craftsmen work out ideal proportions. 
Practical men, if they do not develop the new mathematical theorems, 
take advantage of them: the properties of a triangle and a circle become 
known: mathematical order and organic order are both present in the 
Parthenon. 

But reason, measure, balance, depend for their existence upon the con- 
tinuity of the life that they order. From the fifth century on two forces 
were at work that upset this life: an inner repression and division, and a 
series of outer pressures and calamities. Let us examine them. 

3: Twilight at Noon 

Th«- rce sunlight of the sixth century awakening did not last long. 
InJ j- -S' cloud passed over the sun, chilling the landscape, when the 
sun itself was still near zenith. Man does not live by day alone; and 
when reason attempts to supplant man’s instincts and organic reflexes 
j***d dumb feelings, instead of utilizing them to better ends, man stumbles 
diid falters, as he do^s when he attempts by use of his conscious mind 
to put one foot before another in going down stairs. 

B 
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Mystery and darkness envelop man, and night to him has many forms, 
the night of his animal past, the night of his unconscious urges, die night 
of an ignorance whose circumference seems to widen with every expansion 
of his conscious knowledge, and finally, the night of non-existence and 
death, which encloses his personal life at both ends. Reason could gently 
laugh the Homeric gods out of existence, because they were inferior in 
their sudden angers and exorbitant lecheries to the self-control practiced 
by living men: but reason could not exorcise the demons that rose out of 
man’s unconscious, nor could it extricate man from a chain of events in 
which both determinism and chance sometimes mocked the efforts of the 
human will. \ 

At their height, the Greeks were conscious of many unresolved di- 
lemmas in man’s life: Aeschylus and Sophocles wrestled with these mys- 
teries and uttered repeated warnings against the pride of the conscious 
intellect and the reliance upon man’s conscious powers. Traditional re- 
ligion had taught men to walk warily. Oedipus is destined to kill his 
father and marry his mother: the more he attempts to escape his destiny, 
the more fatally he finds himself enmeshed in it: those who have not 
faced this abiding irrationality have not dared to look reality in the face. 
The very obscurity of man’s unconscious impulses, their uncontrollable 
character, upset both reason and measure. Violence, curbed by constitu- 
tions and deliberations in the Assembly, did not disappear: hatred, pas- 
sion, injustice did not yield as easily to a sound regimen as tuberculosis 
or gastritis. Indeed, sophisticated thinkers, like Thrasymachus in The 
Republic, argued for the rights of the strong and the justice of the unjust. 
Athens, boasting of her freedom and enlightenment, exacted tributes from 
her allies, so that Pericles’ great public works program might be sump- 
tuously fulfilled: in the name of her old religion, she put to death the 
most religious man in Athens. Reason? . . . Measure? . . . 

But this was not all. The entire Greek polity was built upon an insti- 
tution that defied reason: the institution of slavery. Though slavery had 
originated, perhaps, as an alternative to putting to death a conquered 
foe, and so once represented a moral advance, now it had become just the 
opposite: warfare became a means of increasing the number of slaves. 
To justify the inhuman relationship, the Greeks insisted that the slave was 
an inferior species of being, meant by nature for base and servile tasks — 
as if those who had lost in battle were not often the superior of those who 
had captured them. To challenge slavery, the whole character of the polis 
must have altered: the easier choice was to ratioqglize this irrationality 
and repress the sense of guilt its existence unconsciously produced. This 
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failure to carry reason into the practical details of life discredited its 
pretensions. 

But reason showed still another weakness: pushed too far it under- 
mined life at its source. Henri Bergson considered that religion is a self- 
preservative efforUto keep man from suicide at the moment he becomes 
fully conscious of the fact of death: only the acceptance of a mystery 
beyond the compass of his reason keeps his life from becoming devalu- 
ated and his spirit from becoming discouraged over the reports of reason. 

In sexual life if love were a purposeless welling forth of appetites, 
homosexual love might seem as reasonable as heterosexual love — and in 
turn heterosexual love might become as unashamedly sterile. All the 
irrationalities of human love, however, move eventually toward a goal 
more imperative than pleasure: the conception and nurture of children, 
the perpetuation of the race. The very mechanisms of sex are adapted to 
that higher reason: the mystery of life itself, seeking its own extension and 
perpetuation. Even when the love of a man and a woman has no direct 
biological issue, their passion and their deepening loyalty symbolize and 
anticipate that final outcome: the triumph of life. And as long as the 
ancient forms of fertility are not violated, the relationship may be a 
fruitful and life-exalting one. 

In Greece the practice of homosexuality and infanticide might seem 
to have cold reason on their side; yet they were profoundly hostile to 
life. Sexual play is the greatest of all forms of play; but when the person 
is reduced to a mere plaything, even the body feels degraded and cheated. 
Bty man’s very freedom from animal periodicity, by the fact that sexual 
impulses may be evoked at every season, and know no limit short of 
physical exhaustion or impotence, instinctive controls are weakened and 
the need for a deeper biological wisdom becomes greater. The rejection 
of woman, reducing her to a stunted role as ignorant wife and house- 
bound mother, seriously undermined the integrity of Greek culture: the 
freedom of the hetaira did not redeem her sister’s state. 

In the end, Hellenic woman restored the balance of life, by bringing 
back the irrational and the mysterious: the wild cry of the Bacchae rang 
through the woods, and the saviour appeared, the Wine-God, Dionysus 
himself. The Apollonian religion of measure had never taken the full 
measure of man. 

Frustration and a sense of guilt appeared in Hellenic culture in the 
second half of the fifth century. And one fact makes it plain that this 
guilt was almost universally shared: a religious cult, or a series of them, 
came into existence and attempted to lift the heavy burden, bringing the 
excluded classes and the rejected impulses back into the circle of the 
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human. Salvation by birth as a freeman gave place to salvation by belief 
in a redeeming god who could elevate even the slave. 

Just as the monasteries of a later age were situated apart, far from the 
old cities and circuses, so these new mystery cults had no connection with 
the cults of the city gods or the household gods, the* banal deities that 
presided over family and civic duties. The new god came from afar: a 
stranger to Olympus. The rites performed in his name belonged to a 
world apart from the cities: they restored the unrestrained animality of 
the vineyard and the primeval terrors of the forest. Every year Bacchus 
flourished and died: and every year he was bom again. The initiation into 
the mystery religions differed from the ephebic oath of the new citizen, 
a daylight ritual: now the mystery was a real mystery, performed in 
darkness and in secrecy: a demonic glimpse into the darkness of hell, 
an angelic swooning into heaven. 

The new believer in the mystery suffered in life from guilt, defilement, 
debasement, exclusion: in his initiation he was terrified and humiliated 
and finally, at the proper moment, he was purified. At the end he saw 
light, and became a creature of light: one of the elect. He had felt the 
burden of sin, and now he had found salvation. The kinship of the damned 
gave place to the fellowship of the saved, those whose true life would 
begin in the afterworld. 

The Orphic, Bacchic, and Eleusinian mysteries kept their secrets too 
well to leave a sufficient record behind; but it is plain that they repre- 
sented a new element in this Greek world which cut across its habitual 
ways of thinking and feeling: an essay into the obscure, the irrational, the 
incommensurable. From Orpheus, the explorer of the underworld, from 
Dionysus, God of wine and women and demonic inspiration, loosener of 
inhibitions, came the embryonic shape of a new personality. 

This personality was not so much at home in the daylight world as 
the sixth century Greek: but he was more acutely aware of his own turbid 
depths, and was already living in a dimension of experience neither rea- 
son nor measure had effectually touched. Toward the end of his life, the 
great exponent of rationalism, Euripides, wrote a play in celebration of 
Bacchus that was almost an act of renunciation and self -dethronement: 
an elevation of life at the expense of reason. That play was prophetic of 
things to come. In the fifth century the cloud of unconscious impulses and 
repressed vitalities was no larger than a man’s hand: by the first century 
a.d. it almost covered the sky. 
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4: The Idolization of a Dead Self 

The failure of Hellenic civilization had many causes; but one of them 
was its unreadiness to control the processes of economic expansion. The 
self that the Athenian admired was that enshrined in the polis; but this 
self had been forfned by hardship and restraint: it could not survive 
financial prosperity and the ease and luxury that went with it. The Athens 
that Pericles praised in his famous Funeral Oration perished in the war 
brought on by his extravagant policies: the words Thucydides put in his 
mouth showed blind complacence. 

Maritime trade brought a great variety of goods into Athens; and since 
its citizens were addicted to the arts of politics and war, much commerce 
fell into the hands of overseas merchants, coming from Phoenicia and 
Carthage and other distant lands. These foreigners swelled the numbers 
of the trading cities; they brought in riches; they made and displayed 
their new-gotten wealth; in general, they were excluded from the burden 
of military service and the duties of self-government. Riches begot the 
desire for riches: the sparse abstemious life of the sixth century now re- 
mained only in the villages of the hinterland; and the contempt of the 
landed aristocracy was sometimes not unmixed with envy. Now money 
had intervened and the old balance was upset: money counted for more 
than land. By the fourth century Aristotle had seen enough of the results 
to say that timocracy, or the rule of the moneyed classes, was of all forms 
of government the worst. 

One of the surviving fragments of Solon’s writings bears three words: 
“Covetousness and insolence.” They sound like words of prophecy: no 
words could have better summed up the causes of Greece’s external de- 
cline. The Delphic Oracle, the universal church of the Hellenic World, 
added to its treasuries and lost claim to spiritual authority: the Olympic 
Games, the great means for political comity, the occasion of poetic con- 
tests that aroused a Pindar, became a vehicle for sordid professional- 
ism: wandering from celebration to celebration — for the Olympic Games 
had many imitators — Theagenes of Thasos was reputed to have won some 
1400 prizes. Covetousness and insolence: stigmata of decline. 

Commercial intercourse and rivalry had brought new political problems 
to the Greek cities. For good and bad, commerce made them interdepend- 
ent. Their chance for survival, in a world threatened by the Persian, the 
Macedonian, and finally the Roman Empire, depended almost wholly 
upon their talent for co-operation: one by one they could be exterminated. 
Unfortunately, Greater Greece was only a geographic conception: in spite 
of the amphictyonic council, it never achieved political reality; and 
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Athens’ leadership was on a basis of a cunning exploitation of her allies, 
not co-operation. Hence the archaic pattern of an earlier day prevailed: 
land-locked minds attempted to preserve each harbor and valley as an 
independent unit: rejecting the logic of federal union, the cities of Hellas 
invited unification by conquest. 

Demosthenes made a bold attempt to persuade his countrymen to recog- 
nize their true situation and unite; but their minds and wills were frozen 
in the image of the past. They did not even have the strength of purpose 
to draw on the Festival funds till 338, the year of Chaeronea. So Demos- 
thenes uttered the last cry of anguish over their failure. Soon after, 
Greece became a colonial dependency: then a connoisseur’s paradise. 
Perhaps the ultimate stage in degradation came when Corinth sbld off 
the mementoes of its great past as curios for Roman sightseers and art 
dealers. 

The disintegration of Hellenic civilization came with such heart-break- 
ing swiftness that even the wisest of the Greeks did not know what had 
happened to them. The collapse was all the more shocking because it 
occurred during a period of intense cultural vitality. Corruption from 
within and violence from without shattered the organic structure of 
life; but all the visible signs of greatness remained: indeed the statues, 
the theaters, the gymnasia, a good part of the art we now behold in mu- 
seums, were a product of the period of retreat: men sought to live out in 
art alone a life they had once partly translated into action, as neighbors, 
friends, lovers. 

Though the outward shell seemed whole, the spirit underwent a radical 
change. To Plato, in his youth, all things seemed possible: The Republic 
witnesses that belief in perfection. Toward the end of his life a sobered 
and saddened mem writes The Laws. He still cannot believe that all is 
over: but his demands are more modest. His own failure to regenerate 
Syracuse, under the tyrant Dionysius, had chastened him. How could rea- 
son prevail if men remained unteachable? 

The crisis that the Greeks faced has an obvious parallel in our own 
culture, not least in the fact that it came so unexpectedly on the heels of 
their superb achievements in every department of art and thought; and 
we can gain some insight into our own position, perhaps, if we interpret 
correctly the situation in which Plato found himself, as a representative 
Old Athenian, at the end of the Peloponnesian War. Both his insight and 
his blindness, his achievements and his failures, are instructive. 

Plato, nearer to the high fifth century culture than his pupil, Aristotle, 
was profoundly moved by it: in both his thought .and his personality it 
took living form, though the Athenian polity, while momentarily recover- 
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ing from the Rule of the Thirty, was already on the downgrade, exhausted 
by the great plague, undermined by war, tempted by the facile, false solu- 
tions of dictatorship, tempted even more by those fleshpots which had 
played such a minor role in the fifth century scheme. Plato’s whole life 
was in effect an effort to find a means to restore order and purpose in a 
community that was becoming progressively disorganized, banal, and pur- 
poseless: in which the divine was succumbing to the all-too-human. He 
sought to conceive a commonwealth that could survive in a disintegrating 
world; and to this end he strove to unite the virtues of the Athenian and 
the Spartan: the pliant individualist culture of the first with the self- 
abnegating discipline of the second. 

Not the least significant thing about Plato’s utopias, however, was that 
he did not go to any pains to restore the arts and humanities to the place 
they had occupied lii fifth century Athens: he sought rather to subordinate 
them and regulate them, even to banish some of them from his ideal com- 
monwealth. Was this a perverse judgment on Plato’s part? To generations 
of later humanists it has often seemed so. But what forced Plato to this 
hard choice? The answer should be plain: Athens needed men, and the 
humanities by themselves did not produce them. Indeed, for lack of politi- 
cal discipline and moral responsibility, the teachers of the humanities 
hindered rather than aided the making of men: they were producing facile 
rhetoricians, glib orators, clever teachers, connoisseurs, not men capable 
of living robustly on every plane of existence. Citizens who would serve 
in the law courts or on the battlefield as readily as they would write a 
poem or pursue an abstract truth, men of the stature of Sophocles or 
Socrates, were no longer being created. Plato, the artist, was ready to 
reduce the scope and influence of the arts in order to save the civilization 
that had created them. Nothing bears better evidence of the crisis he faced 
or the terrible sincerity he brought to its understanding. 

Though Aristotle is generally looked upon as the seasoned man of the 
world, and Plato as the more poetic kind of idealist, who demanded the 
impossible, the fact is that Plato’s intuitions saw more deeply into the 
dilemmas of Athens and the Greeks generally. 

Plato’s balanced man had four outstanding virtues: wisdom, which was 
the gift of philosophy, and which gave an insight into the ultimate nature 
of things; courage, the aristocratic virtue, of which the Spartans were the 
exemplars, not in battle alone but also in that daily training and tough- 
ening which makes men ready to forego pleasure, comfort, even life; tem- 
perance, which was the bequest of Hippocratic medicine; and finally 
justice, which was a combination of wisdom and courage. Each of these 
virtues Plato attempted to fix forever in a definite caste of society: wis* 
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dom, being the highest, formed the ruling group of philosophers; courage, 
which was next needed, was the property of the military guardians of the 
state. Temperance was a virtue that related to all classes. Justice itself was 
the principle of function: each man in his place, doing the work nature 
and wise training had fitted him for; autonomous within his own depart- 
ment — for men work best when minding their own business — but subordi- 
nate in relation to the social organization as a whole. Finally, Plato sought 
to redeem woman’s lot by following the Spartan mode of according women 
equality with the men and by freeing both sexes from the burdens of re- 
strictive domesticity. The guardians had all things in common, even, their 
wives, their husbands, their children. 

Such a static order, unfortunately, left no place for freedom; and there- 
fore, though Plato failed to realize this, no place for continued grbwth 
and development, the essential processes of life. His pedagogy, so admi- 
rable in its insight into the requirements of the very young — for he said 
that play was the best of teachers for them — overlooked the need for a 
continued process of trial and selection, and had no insight into the role 
of error as an educative force. His prescription for goodness was to lay 
down a perfect constitution and enforce it with kindly ruthlessness: the 
poet was banished, music was censored, old classics like Homer were 
taught with discretion: political power rested in the hands of mathemati- 
cians used to applying the inflexible rules of geometry. 

In a word, Plato sought to restore and transfix the archaic ideal self of 
Athens: his thought was the victim of a cultural narcissism. Hence he did 
not realize that the most stable rule is always a composition of active 
forces, with perpetual shifts and changes, re-alignments and re-balances, 
for the sake of maintaining equilibrium ; and he failed to understand that 
if every organism and every society must seek order and continuity it 
must also transcend itself and transform itself by unceasing acts of growth. 
For the Greek, perfect movement was circular: it returned on itself. 
While the spiral was a familiar figure in Ionic decoration, it left no image 
of progressive evolution on the Greek mind. The belief in the Eternal 
Return, of endless cycles of history repeating themselves minutely, was 
the metaphysical form of this Greek self-worship. 

The highest possibility of life, for the Greeks, was a static one: life 
arrested meant art perfected: for them the community itself, the polis, 
was a work of art. Unfortunately, art perfected may also in time mean 
life denied. No mere work of man deserves that homage. 

No one has given a better description of individual excellences than 
Plato; no one else has shown more clearly the weakness of de-moralized 
power and of an impotent morality. He knew that strength needed the 
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sanction of virtue and reasonable purpose; he knew that goodness needed 
the support of disciplined strength. “From the cruel, or hardly curable, or 
altogether incurable acts of injustice done to him by others, a man can es- 
cape only by fighting and defending himself and conquering, and by never 
ceasing to punish them. . . . wherefore I say that good men ought, when 
occasion demands, to be both gentle and passionate.” This was a side of 
goodness that Christianity, as Renan pointed out, neglected at its peril: 
the realm of civic virtue. The meek may see heaven; only the strong are 
capable of establishing it on earth. Plato wrote when he could still dare 
to hope for that triumph in his own world: a generation or two later 
philosophy posed a different question to her adepts. 

What hampered Plato’s social ideas? What made him place a premium 
upon a fixed and immobilized social order? Why, though he was acutely 
aware of the crisis the Greeks were passing through, did he seek, not the 
way beyond, but the way backward, to a more primitive innocence and a 
more simple order? His real problem was one he did not even consider 
as a logical possibility: how to create a commonwealth capable of over- 
coming the limitations of Hellenic society, bridging the division between 
the slave and the free; the gap between the Hellenes and the Barbarians, 
that is, all other groups; the disparity between a continent rural life and 
an expansive mercantile economy tending toward mechanical uniformity. 

The problem, in other words, was how to put military power and money 
power in their place, by a form of co-operation and union that had no 
foundation in Plato’s philosophy: one capable of embracing territories 
atid peoples outside the Greek polis. If Sparta was not the answer, neither 
was Solon’s Athens. A new form of fellowship was required, capable 
of breaking down the walls that separated city from city, race from 
race, class from class. How to turn the new fellowship of the religious 
mystery into a universal fellowship for political mastery: that was the 
problem of problems. 

To his dying day, Plato never conceived that transformation. The most 
illumined mind in Greece, the ripest fruit on the ancient tree of Hellas, 
reduced the problem of political wisdom to this: how can a community 
of 5040 citizens — at most forty or fifty thousand people, including 
slaves and children — survive in a hostile world? There was no answer to 
that question. Was it not, indeed, an egotistic denial of the very values 
that file Greeks had created: values to which other peoples had contrib- 
uted, and in which they were entitled to share? 

If that was the best ideal of the fourth century one need not be sur- 
prised at the worst reality of the third century. Aristotle, though more 
familiar with the spread of empires and more remote from the small, still 
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“Homeric” world of the sixth century, nevertheless provided no better 
answer than Plato. He was not so definite as Plato as to the size of his 
ideal commonwealth; but the problem he sought to solve was just as lim- 
ited: what size of territory, what numbers, will enable a people to live to 
itself and survive by itself? That question can only be answered on a pre- 
civilized level; for it is the capacity for entering into a wider world in 
time and space, through linguistic communication, religious communion, 
political co-operation, that permits men to pass from the closed society 
of the tribe to the open society of the commonwealth. 

Hie question that neither Plato nor Aristotle had asked themselves was 
how self-sufficient the polis had been at any period. Their self-contained 
world was illusion. Attica had been fructified by Ionia and even Boteotia: 
Ionia by Crete and Egypt: both had built into their new structures the 
polished fragments of a great past. Where had the alphabet come from? 
Stone-cutting and sculpture? The chariot, the horse, the plow, the potter’s 
wheel? The form of the Temple and many of their gods? Eventually the 
Greeks were to have commerce with the wider world that had helped to 
form them: as a result of their political humiliation they participated in 
the common life by means of their language: their very conquerors 
adopted it and spread it farther. But by this time body and spirit could 
no longer be united. After the third century, the lot of the Greek was to be 
the teacher of the peoples who had conquered him. In that sense, Aris- 
totle’s own life forecast the fate of Hellas; and it is no accident that Hel- 
lenistic thought burgeoned in the Egyptian city his Macedonian pupil 
founded: Alexandria. 

We can now see why Plato failed so completely to regenerate his own 
culture or to lay down even an ideological basis for renewal. What under- 
mined him, what undermined the Greeks, was their failure to embrace 
humanity: their failure to be concerned with the whole life of man and 
with every member of human society, to address the soldier, the sailor, 
the craftsman, the farmer, and to give hope and faith to the common man 
in every region. Plato’s message was addressed solely to his class and 
his culture. It called for a radical re-orientation to life, and yet it left the 
chief sacred cows of his world, slavery and class rule, contentedly chewing 
their cud. Pride of family, pride of city, pride of intellect were all self- 
defeating. Failing to embrace humanity, the philosophers could not even 
save themselves. 

So much for the vain and fatal parochialism of Hellenic men. But there 
was another bequest, bom of the land, the climate, the experience of these 
peoples: one that must still be reckoned with and absorbed. This was the 
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doctrine of the mean. It made a fresh contribution to ethics, and it helped 
to shape a new personality. 

The sources of the Greek doctrine of the mean are so multifold that 
one can scarcely touch an occupation that does not bear witness to it. 
Aristotle even explained that the political wisdom of the Hellenes was 
due to their territorial mean: they existed between the peoples of the cold 
countries of the North, who have courage but no political sagacity and no 
arts, and the peoples of warm Asia, who are adepts in the arts but lack 
the virtue of courage. The Greeks sought the temperate zone of morality: 
enough of everything, but not even the good in excess. Wine is good but 
it must be watered ; exercise is good but only vulgar fellows have bunchy 
muscles and devote their lives to sport. Everything was good in due 
measure. 

Aristotle’s emphasis on the mean served Western man as Confucius’ 
similar doctrine served the Chinese. This essential Greek doctrine differed 
from that of the Persians, with their eternal battle between darkness and 
light, between evil and good. For the Greek, the good was the midway 
point between extremes which, because they were extremes, were bad. 
Thus the Greeks introduced into the conception of virtue a mathematical 
element: the mean was the measured: reason was in essence ratio, a sense 
of proportion. Even virtue and restraint might be overdone; so one must 
picture the symposium, the intellectual drinking party to which Plato and 
Xenophon introduce us, as an attempt to establish a balance between the 
rational and the sensual. 

• Unfortunately, people often suffer through their virtues, even more 
than by their vices: precisely because they seem good, they throw one off 
guard: more people die from indigestion than from poisoning. Even the 
doctrine of the mean may be intemperately pursued ; for the balance must 
sometimes be weighted down heavily on one side or the other. The mean 
is good for the long run, but not in equal measure at every moment. One 
cannot live a balanced life in an earthquake, a shipwreck, or a fire: in 
stead, all one’s energies must be focused on the swift acts of rescue, escape, 
or salvage. After the doctrine of the mean had been enunciated with lucid 
finality in Aristotle’s Ethics and his Politics, there to start on a long inde- 
pendent career, catastrophe threatened Hellas: all it was, all it might be, 
were challenged by the spreading might of Macedonia and Rome. 

At that moment, the cities of Greece were caught by the temperate and 
even-balanced ideals they had held before themselves. Their very love of 
the polis tied them to a dead self. They sought to evade their obligations, 
to slip out of the situation, to attempt by trickery or evasion to deny the 
need for struggle. They spent money for public festivals and ancient cere- 
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monies that should have gone into naval armaments: see Demosthenes* 
address On the Symmories. They disputed vivaciously and open-mind- 
edly; they practiced art; they went to the theater and the gymnasium; 
they dwelt hopefully on the good qualities of the approaching conqueror: 
above all, they shut their eyes tightly to the danger,,, trusted promises 
made by Philip that were almost at once broken; and one by one they 
abandoned potential allies to the enemy in the hope that his appetite for 
conquest would be appeased, and they would find themselves overlooked. 

In short, the Greeks acted as if their pleasant, temperate, esthetically 
balanced life would last forever. But in fact, it robbed them of the 
strength they needed for a decisive effort: they appeased Philip too soon 
and resisted him too late. The defeat at Chaeronea in 338 B.c. marked 
the beginning of the end. 

5: The Greek Diaspora 

From the end of the Peloponnesian War, uncertainty, trouble, and dis- 
aster crowded in on the cities of the Aegean. Violence broke out every- 
where: Athens itself had set the precedent in the cold, insolent brutality 
of its attack upon little Melos: a deed which provoked the wrath and in- 
dignation of Euripides, and must have profoundly shocked many of his 
fellow citizens. At that moment, a retreat began: first in the mind, then 
in every department of life. Art became “psychological,” portraying an- 
guish, pain, anger, terror; by the third century portraiture had almost de- 
scended to the inessential grimace of the candid camera. Sculpture re- 
corded struggle, not poise: or if not struggle, the passing impression 
rather than the composed form. 

In becoming “human” both drama and sculpture became little: they 
denied the highest dignity of man: his capacity for impersonality and 
detachment. Moments of lyric tenderness remain: a wistful epitaph, a 
Tanagra figurine, a third century torso whose breasts and belly are still 
almost tremulous under the touch of love; but all that arose out of great- 
ness and that demands greatness in response slowly disappeared: when 
the Romans wished to draw on the sources again, they could only copy 
the ancient models. 

Even before the decisive blow was struck by military might, there were 
those who were ready to haul down the flag: not only ambitious traitors 
like Socrates’ favorite pupil, Alcibiades, but humble ones, like Antis- 
thenes, who was twenty years older than Plato. Antisthenes proclaimed 
an open retreat from Periclean ideals. He was the son of a Thracian slave 
woman; remembering her lot, he deserted his well-born friends and set 
himself up in a gymnasium built for the “base-born,” that is, for non- 
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citizens. He dressed like a common workman, made friends with the dis- 
reputable, welcomed hardship and sacrifice. 

With Antisthenes, philosophy entered the dog-house; indeed his dis- 
ciple, Diogenes, exulted in this fact and proclaimed that human life was 
no better than a dog’s life: hence the Greek name for this doggish philos- 
ophy, Cynicism. Antisthenes, Diogenes Laertius tells us, gave the impulse 
to the indifference of Diogenes, the continence of Crates, and the hardi- 
hood of Zeno. Diogenes spewed out the old ideals of life: the son of a 
man who debased the coinage, he boasted his ignoble forebear and pro- 
claimed that his own purpose was to deface all the coinage current in the 
world: rejecting tradition, rejecting the customs of the temple, along with 
marriage and the care of the body. No fine theories: no bodily shame: 
in short, no super-ego; he even masturbated in the marketplace to prove 
his indifference to convention. Eat only vegetables: drink cold water: con- 
tent yourself with a single garment: spurn money. “It is the privilege of 
the Gods to want nothing, and of godlike men to want little.” Thus spake 
Diogenes. 

Crates declared that Ignominy and Poverty were his country. Diogenes, 
captured by pirates on a voyage to Aegina, was taken to Crete and sold 
as a slave. Here was a philosophy that rationalized this bitter fate: a creed 
the slave could embrace no less than the citizen. Embracing it, the citizen 
was prepared in advance for violence, the loss of home, the sack of his 
city, the depletion of his worldly goods. By anticipating the worst, cyni- 
cism sought to dull the actual shock: by elaborating the thema of rejec- 
tion, the Cynic gave the rejected a title role in the new drama. There is 
a connection between the indigenous Greeks who turned their backs on 
this dying world and the cosmopolitan Greeks who, six or seven hundred 
years later, flocked out to the edge of the desert in Egypt. And Diogenes, 
with his staff, his cup, his wallet, his hood, even created the classic cos- 
tume of the Christian pilgrim. But his toplofty humility rejected the 
mystery cults: “It would be ludicrous,” he said, “if Agesilaus and 
Epaminondas are to dwell in the mire while certain folk of no account 
will live in the Isles of the Blest because they have been initiated.” 

The struggle between the free spirit of Hellas and the tyranny that 
enveloped it was a long one: a procession of heroes lined the avenue of 
retreat. In sheer intellectual vigor and resolute statesmanship, Demos- 
thenes was the greatest of these rear-guard fighters; but individual dig- 
nity, individual intrepidity were not lacking elsewhere. Zeno the Eleatic 
bit off the ear or nose of Nearchus, according to one account; or caused 
this tyrant to be stoned by a mob, according to another. But in the Garden 
of Epicurus another doctrine was preached. 
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Epicurus was a true figure of the Diaspora. He was born in a colony 
in Samos, in 321 , and his family, after spending thirty years on the land, 
were driven off by the Thracians. His own education was interrupted; 
indeed, he went through the typical experiences of the broken refugee’s 
life. Epicurus did not pretend that one can be indifferent to natural sor- 
rows; he pointed out that those who sought to survive by indifference were 
either hard of heart or full of vanity. But as a refugee he had found the 
true secret for survival under such conditions: live in the moment and 
banish the morbid luxury of anticipation. Hide yourself! 

Epicurus’s disciples, enamored of his doctrine, presented him with a 
garden in Athens; and there his school, almost a community, held forth, 
with men and women meeting as equals in discourse. They were not the 
first women to share the company of a philosopher; but one feels their 
personal presence more definitely than in Socrates’ communion with 
Diotima. From now on, indeed, in trouble and sorrow, woman reconquers 
a place for herself in public life: heretofore only the courtesans had such 
an opportunity. Woman displaced the monosexual society of the camp, 
the gymnasium, the stadium: her breast warmth was needed when the 
wounds of life became otherwise unbearable. She possessed what was lack- 
ing in this warring, man-ridden world: a sense of the continuity of life 
and the perpetual need for sympathy, fellow-feeling, consolation. In the 
shadow of the philosopher’s garden, no less than in a deeper midnight 
retreat in the mountains, woman trims her lamp and waits. Bacchus has 
come! And one greater than Bacchus approaches. f 

Epicurus’s philosophy was falsely identified, even by contemporary 
defamers, with the mere pursuit of pleasure. He himself sometimes gave 
grounds for that interpretation, for he said: “I invite you to continuous 
pleasures, not to virtues that unsettle the mind with vain and empty hopes 
of fruition.” But continuous pleasures are also a vain and empty hope 
for the refugee: he wants tranquillity, freedom from want, freedom from 
pain, freedom from fear. Suffering can be borne; do not fear death; keep 
life moving smoothly, neither expecting too much nor dreading too much. 
This philosophy is not one of pleasure but of prudence: if one gathers a 
few rosebuds one must be sure to avoid the thorns. To disinfect the world 
of the stench of inhumanity, one must study nature: atoms alone are real 
and there is nought beyond these ultimate particles. “Their professed 
ideals,” observes Gilbert Murray . . seem to result in rather a low 
tension, in a life that is only half alive.” The observation is just; but 
what more could a refugee ask for? This is a world of diminishing pros- 
pects and fading hopes. Even the power of Rome cannot replenish it. 
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6: Fin de Millennium 

The breakup of a civilization is often accompanied by a deceptive 
amount of social activity. As in a bodily fever, the pulse becomes more 
rapid, the rale of oxidation faster, even the flush on the patient’s cheek 
may give the deceptive appearance of health: only the glassy eye will 
indicate that the patient is unconscious of what is going on about him: 
his mind instead is grappling with phantoms. 

In this Hellenistic world, so rational in its surface activities, phantoms 
and visions appeared in growing numbers, precisely at the moment when 
the Museum of Alexandria was supporting a vast corps of savants and 
professors who were carrying exact science beyond the realms Aristotle 
had explored. Theophrastus developed a systematic botany. Hero of Alex- 
andria invented the reaction steam turbine: the first groping toward the 
modern steam engine. Archimedes founded the science of hydrostatics 
and made decisive contributions to mechanics. But these inventions and 
discoveries did little to lighten labor: steam or clockwork was used merely 
to open temple doors without human hand — and thus superstitiously 
heighten the religious awe of the worshiper. Slave labor, which under- 
mined the ancient polity, also reduced the province of the machine. And 
though the scholars of Alexandria collected, collated, classified, made 
accessible to other scholars, a growing body of knowledge, the results did 
not flow out into life: after Aristotle’s synthesis, learning tended to fill 
books and deflate men. Frustrated, cheated, the ordinary man descended 
to new depths of irrational impulse and superstitious habit. Have we not 
seen a similar reaction in our own time? 

Meanwhile, the Romans took over. To understand the limited nature 
of their success we must examine the cultural medium in which the even- 
tual conquerors and organizers of the Mediterranean lands lived. We shall 
see that it not merely made Christianity possible, but in some form made 
it almost inevitable. Our languages, our laws, our forms of thought, our 
ethical principles all received an indelible imprint from these people. 

During the three centuries before Christ, Rome had conquered the cir- 
cuit of lands around it. In Central Italy a new people, solid compact 
peasants, wielders of a mighty spade, had widened their domains: thrifty, 
abstemious, sensible people, men of the earth earthy, who planted trees, 
built aqueducts and arcades, drained swamps, and dressed the land to a 
high degree of perfection: their sword and their spade were as their right 
and their left hands. A rural people with their eyes on the earth: the 
greatest of their poets, at the height of their glory, wrote a series of verses 
on farming and the pleasures of rural life: their proudest generals, like 
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Cincinnatus or Scipio, lived a hard farmer’s life, close to their country 
homes and their household gods, gods of the hearth, gods of fertility. 

To plant, to build, to mate, to fight, to govern: this made a Roman. But 
the conquest of cities ensured the enslavement of men: the greater the 
success of this conquest, the more rapidly the Roman Jost his self-suffi- 
ciency and the need for rigorous, purposive living. Men cannot be trusted 
with easy alternatives. At the moment they fancy that they are at last 
living like gods, they often cease even to be able to live like men. 

Around Rome, a series of great cultures were in a state of dissolution 
and decay: their still healthy tissue fed the young body of Rome and their 
infected organs poisoned it. Babylonia had long seen its day; Egypt, that 
one-horse shay of cultures, was about to collapse; the world of the Hel- 
lenes was rapidly crumbling. The very facilities for travel and inter- 
course which the imperial conquest made possible, only quickened this 
process. Trade never flourishes alone. From Syria, with its busy work- 
shops for textiles and dyes, the merchants sent out dancers, courtesans, 
acrobats to every rich port or market. Chaldea exported its soothsayers 
and aslrologists: Berossos set up a school of Chaldean philosophy at Cos 
as early as Alexander’s time. Egypt, no longer self-contained, gave Isis 
and Serapis to Rome; and the foreign cult of Kybele, the Great Mother, 
rising in the mountains of Thrace, was called in by Roman augurs at a 
critical moment to ensure the conquest of Carthage. Persia, home of 
Mazdism, brought forth a younger religion, that of Mithra and the Bull: 
the God of Light, the beast of blood and potency. 

All these cults and philosophies, no longer closely bound to their cul- 
tures, migrated to Rome. Trade flourished, or if not trade, loot: ideas 
followed cargoes. Rome became a vast maw into which goods of all kinds 
were indiscriminately thrown: silks and dyes, rare foods and subtle 
thoughts, epicurean feasts and epicurean philosophies. By the first cen- 
tury B.c. some Romans were even attracted to Judaism: lured by its rigor- 
ous ethics, its noble theology, its vision of a just God, working in and 
through history. 

But where was the power to digest all these offerings? Rome held 
neither a unified religion nor a body of scientific thought that was equal 
to the task of transforming the debris of these dying cultures into a uni- 
fied and living organism, capable of further growth. Rome’s very rapacity 
injured its power of selection. Read Plutarch and Lucian, men of the most 
generous capacities and the widest culture: the Fenelon and the Voltaire 
of a mature age. These admirable writers have, alas! one great defect: 
they know too much for their own good. The connoisseur has replaced the 
creator. Such a community faces too many incompatible choices; and as 
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a result, fashion takes the place of organic necessity, and novelty becomes 
a substitute for rational development. Roman power covered an ever wider 
orbit: Roman law, Roman administration, Roman sanitation, Roman engi- 
neering were everywhere. But the inner logic that held all these parts 
together, the structure of meaning, collapsed : as life became mechanically 
disciplined it became spiritually incoherent. Presently the inner life of 
the Roman was peopled by demons, fantasies, chimeras, philosophies, 
created by other people than themselves, swallowed whole: an indigestible 
mass. By attempting to grab everything, the Roman lost the power to pick 
and choose. 

Politically the new Roman order accomplished in time what the indi- 
vidual polis had never been able to do: it unified the peoples of this 
world and brought them the boon of peace and orderly administration: 
eventually it gave them a common language for intercourse, namely, 
Greek. But this unification was superimposed and therefore one-sided: 
not a partnership of equals but a system of patrol. Traders, speculators, 
curiosity seekers, tax collectors, and art collectors swarmed everywhere 
on the heels of the military arm. Pausanias wrote a guidebook to the 
antiquities and works of art in Greece as useful as Baedeker today. With 
all Rome’s generous show of law, justice, order, the underlying economic 
fact was pillage and extortion, and the cornerstone of the whole system 
was human slavery. 

The order achieved by Rome was real but repressive: no wonder that 
Pliny the Naturalist, contrasting the fertile scientific thought of the earlier 
Creeks with the barrenness of his own age, was puzzled by the result; he 
sought to account for the fact that “at this day, in the blessed peace which 
we enjoy, under a prince who so greatly encourages the advancement of 
the arts, no new inquiries are set on foot, nor do we even make ourselves 
masters of the discoveries of the ancients.” He attributed the failure to 
the fact that “the manners of men have degenerated, not that the advan- 
tages are diminished”; but he had no clue to the mode of this degenera- 
tion, though his own works demonstrated it. His curiosity was literally 
all-devouring; but it made him a colossal collector of scientific odds-and* 
ends, not a rational experimenter. Roman culture was choked by its 
material advantages. 

Rome’s power of organization concealed the decay that accompanied it. 
The engineering system, though ponderous, was magnificent: aqueducts, 
water-mains, sewers, water closets, paved streets, spacious baths, colon- 
naded avenues, spread from one end to another of this Roman world, 
from Trier to Timgad. A Roman camp, thanks to the legionary’s spade, 
became overnight a city: with trenches, walls, sanitary facilities, mechani- 
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cal order. The paved roads, the solid posting inns, built of stone, the 
mechanical order and regularity that prevailed everywhere, impressed a 
contemporary Chinese visitor: even at the extreme edge of the Empire, in 
Britain, the remains of the Roman road, crossing hill and dale in a straight 
line, still awaken one’s admiration — though the very inflexibility of this 
order also gives rise to skepticism as to its intelligence. Unfortunately at 
the very moment all these physical triumphs were achieved, there were 
disorder and malaise in the human spirit. 

The larger Rome’s cities became, the farther away did its citizens with- 
draw from daily contact with the soil; the greater the conquests on the 
borders of the empire, the more numerous were the civic defeats at the 
center; the more justice appeared in the daily transactions of men, the 
more unjust seemed the foundations upon which the whole fabric of ad- 
ministration and law were founded. Symptoms of devitalization, discour- 
agement, bitter self-disgust, appeared long before Rome’s active disinte- 
gration: indeed, in the midst of the so-called Golden Age which preceded 
the birth of Jesus. 

7: Discouragement and Decline 

Admirable historian that he was, Gibbon’s view of the decline of the 
classic world, as following the introduction of Christianity, scarcely does 
justice to the facts. The symptoms of the decline were felt long before this; 
and the creative power of Rome, concentrated upon the arts of war and 
government, was unable to arrest the disintegration that took place in 
other departments. Rome’s active Time of Troubles was preceded by s. 
long period of discouragement: the characteristic signs, which first ap- 
peared in the Hellenic world, were described by Polybius, who died in 
124 B.C., while Rome was still a Republic and all its energies were appar- 
ently on the upgrade. 

“We have not had to suffer either epidemics or prolonged wars,” wrote 
Polybius, “and yet the towns are deserted and the lands barren. We lack 
men because we lack children. People are too fond of money and com- 
fort, and not enough of work. Consequently they are no longer willing to 
marry, or, if they marry, they try to have no more than one or two chil- 
dren, in order to bring them up in luxury and to leave them a finer in- 
heritance.” But what of those who supplied the luxuries and comforts? 
What of those from whose harvests or cargoes the money for taxes came? 

Long before Christianity entered the world, a desperate fin de millen- 
nium atmosphere enveloped this whole culture. Jewish literature, in par- 
ticular, was filled with apocalyptic visions: the Messiah was coming. In 
the apocalypse of Enoch, time was described as a week of seven days, 
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each day a thousand years in length. Six thousand had passed: a new 
millennium was coming during which the elect would live in happiness, 
free from the influence of evil. This was the Sabbath of rest in the cosmic 
week: after that would follow the eighth day, the beginning of a timeless 
order. This collection of prophecies, composed by Orthodox Jews between 
170 and 64 B.C., did not stand alone. Even worldly princes attempted 
to cash in on the grim desperation of their subjects by giving themselves 
the title of “The Saviour.” 

Daniel read the dreams of his conquerors: in turn he prophesied a 
greater conqueror, a Messiah, who would unloose the bonds of Israel 
and redeem the world. Out of gnawing disillusion rose these illusions: 
hope became immense because it had no legitimate expectation of ful- 
fillment. When one is starving, one might as well dream of a banquet as 
of a crust of bread. 

The common mark of the Jewish apocalyptic writings is their dismal 
vision of the present and their radiant hopes for the future: they welcome 
the night because it appears to bring the dawn nearer. The vision of death 
spread over this world; and the sense of foreboding was not confined to 
the Jews; for it showed itself no less clearly in the philosophers of the 
covered arcade, or Stoa, whose first leader, Zeno of Citium, flourished be- 
tween 350 and 260 b.c. The doctrine of Stoicism, if one must sum it up 
in a sentence, is “Nothing can hurt me.” Its method was to anticipate 
death by inuring the body to pain and by preparing the spirit, if neces- 
sary, to commit suicide. By emptying out his pockets beforehand, the 
Stoic protected himself from robbery. The price of that insurance was 
perpetual penury. 

Observe that this sense of sardonic despair was not confined to the most 
miserable of the conquered peoples: violence had been steadily gaining 
the upper hand, in the clash and conflict of empires; and the possibilities 
of slavery and sudden death had multiplied. Even to hold the empire 
down, once it had been conquered, required painful efforts: the jailor was 
confined by the same prison that held his captive and showed the same 
prison pallor. Helpless refugees and homeless aliens were everywhere: 
they carried their own fears, fear of torture, fear of sudden death, into 
the very homes of their masters. 

Stoicism deliberately disparaged the external triumphs of life, in order 
to find an equal power to belittle its humiliations. What cannot be mended 
must not be minded : only inner freedom counts. The Stoic began by guard- 
ing against life’s evils and ended by being insensible to life’s goods. The 
philosophy that made a slave’s life tolerable had the paradoxical effect 
of making a master’s intolerable; for if indifference and insensibility 
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were the final counsels of wisdom, why should anyone bear the heat and 
burden of the day? This philosophy of cosmic negation reached its climax 
in Marcus Aurelius, whose reign closed the great Silver Age of the An- 
tonines in the second century A.D. The Emperor’s chilly sentences repeat 
the old burden of Diogenes; but by now even an emperor’s life is a dog’s 
life. In all things he found only “decay — nothing but water, dust, bones, 
stench.” 

“Consider in thy mind, for example’s sake, the times of Vespasian,” 
the resolute Emperor soliloquizes, “thou shalt see but the same things: 
some marrying, some bringing up children, some sick, some dying, some 
fighting, some feasting, some merchandising, some tilling, some flattering, 
some boasting, some suspecting, some undermining, some wishing to die, 
some fretting and murmuring at their present, some wooing, some hoard- 
ing, some seeking after magistracies, and some after kingdoms. And is 
not their age quite over, and ended? ... In the like manner consider 
other periods, both of times and of whole nations, and see how many 
men, after they had with all their might and main intended and prose- 
cuted some worldly thing or other, did soon drop away and were resolved 
into the elements.” That morbid refrain echoes on almost every page. 
“Death hangs over thee.” 

“What is life?” asks Marcus Aurelius; and he answers: “A hone thrown 
to a company of hungry curs; a bait for greedy fishes; the painfulness 
and continual burden-bearing of wretched ants, the running to and fro 
of mice: little puppets drawn up and down with wires and nerves: these 
be the objects of the world.” None of the Christians whose persecutioh 
this emperor ordered could add a word to this black indictment. And 
these were not the sentiments of a galled slave or a weak neurotic: they 
were the mature beliefs of a man nurtured in kindness, adequate to all 
his public duties, the head of a mighty state organization, honorable in 
the performance of every heavy task: the beliefs of a man who had, if 
anyone had, “everything to live for.” If life was as repulsive as this at 
the top, what must it have been at the bottom? ~ 

Naturally Stoicism, with its military sense of duty and public service, 
was not the creed of the easygoing multitude; nor was it the philosophy 
of those who sought to ease the perplexities of the spirit by giving fuller 
reign to the desires of the body. The true answer to a meaningless exist- 
ence is to conceive a pattern of life that possesses meaning and purpose: 
the false answer is to look for solace in a fuller preoccupation with those 
very activities that result in this meaninglessness. Some historians have 
denied that Rome’s downfall was caused in any degree by the exclusive 
concentration on wealth and luxury, pointing out that only a minority of 
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Romans enjoyed such luxury: but they have overlooked the fact that the 
economic practices of the minority debilitated the entire social organism. 

Caught by the demands of their appetites in a predatory economy, the 
Romans finally became parasitic upon the peoples they ruled; and they 
sought to fill theii emptiness by elaborating a ritual of conspicuous waste 
and increasing the number and variety of sensations derivable from eat- 
ing, drinking, bathing, and sexual intercourse. Soldiers, senators, mag- 
nates, tax gatherers, and common citizens were all partners in an ever- 
spreading conspiracy to get something for nothing. The name for this 
miscarriage of life is parasitism. 

Since the nineteenth century, parasitism has become a term with a defi- 
nite biological significance: one organism living on another, effortlessly 
sustaining its life, often losing its organs of sight or locomotion, suffering 
visible bodily deterioration — all this is now familiar in natural history. 
But the word and the practice have their origin in the Roman world : here 
predatory voracity was finally limited only by parasitic sloth. Sponging 
in Rome was reduced to a science: bribes, gifts, tips, gratuities, extor- 
tions supplemented the economic rewards of the market. The philosopher, 
Seneca, wrote his longest treatise On Benefits: on the proper relations 
between the giver of gifts and the recipient. 

Trade and rational commercial calculation had a secondary place in 
this system: the more chancy economy of extortion and donation was 
responsible for no small part of the traffic. Capitalism in the modem 
sense could not flourish here — not as Marx thought, because the classic 
world was more humane than the Victorian Age but because this economy 
lacked both an adequate system of arithmetic and a just method of ac- 
countancy. It was the incalculable that flourished, and the unforeseen that 
became the expected. Whether a client ate well or poorly would depend 
upon whether or not his patron awoke with a headache and an upset 
stomach. Chance became God: anything might happen. 

“Throughout the world,” wrote Pliny in his Natural History, “at every 
place and hour, by every voice, Fortune alone is invoked and her name 
spoken: she is the one defendant, the one culprit, the one thought in men’s 
minds, the one object of praise, the one cause. She is worshiped with in- 
sults, counted as fickle and often as blind, wandering, inconsistent, elu- 
sive, changeful, and friend of the unworthy. . . . We are so much at the 
mercy of chance that Chance is our God.” 

That says everything; it even says much about the boasted triumphs 
of civil engineering and the reign of law. Peace and order had proved 
disappointing; or rather, peace and order in society did not guarantee 
peace and order in the mind. The Imperial Age was an age of the colossal: 
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the longest road in the world, the highest lighthouse, the strongest bridge, 
the biggest monument, the most luxurious banquet. Everywhere the human 
scale was lost; and everywhere men were bridled by things. The Greek 
motto of “Nothing too much” met in Rome its logical opposite: “Even 
everything is not enough.” Pillage and pilfer, grab %nd gorge: fill to 
repletion and vomit and fill again ! In the rich man’s house the vomitorium 
became an essential chamber: the place where the guzzler of rich food 
emptied his stomach, so that he might come back to the feast for more. 

If one seeks an explanation for the excesses of Christian asceticism, 
one must look for it in the surfeits that marked this upper-class economy 
of abundance: it arises from the natural self-disgust that follows a pro- 
longed debauch, and constitutes a kind of protective starvation that en- 
sures the return of normal appetite. To explain the triumph of Paul and 
Augustine, one must read the description of Trimalchio’s feast in the 
Satyricon of Petronius Arbiter. What had the Roman made of the body? 
Corrupted meat. And what was the soul? A polluted dream. 

8: Bread and Circuses 

Stoicism was essentially the creed of the soldier, who marches in the 
ranks, takes orders, has no control over his actions, knows that death 
may come at any moment: his impassiveness is the positive achievement 
of drill. But Stoicism lacked the soldier’s compensations: his silent scorn 
for his dashing superiors and the easy unbuckling of his moral armor 
when the march is over or the battle won. Legs and arms submitted, so 
to say, to discipline; but to offset this inhuman automatism, the belly an(l 
genitals evolved a life of their own: mystical, public, orgiastic, all- 
absorbing. 

In contrast to the Greeks, who before the fourth century had been uni- 
fied and liberated by the cult of the body, the Romans worked out a re- 
ligion of the body on a purely muscular and sensational basis: instead of 
feeding the super-ego, the Roman cult supported a materialistic ritual. 
In the institutions of the circus, the arena, and the pantomime, the Romans 
created a special engine for relieving the tension of military and civic 
repression. Here the spectator was supreme: master of an effortless exist- 
ence. Here he encountered death without undergoing danger; contemplated 
danger without having to display skill; practiced cruelty without the pos- 
sibility of retaliation; or participated in a collective orgasm for nothing 
more than the price of admission. 

Rome under the Antonines may have harbored a million people. At 
least one-third and possibly one-half of the population of the city, accord- 
ing to Carcopino, lived on public charity. But it was not merely by the 
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free distribution of bread or by filling the servile client’s little carryall or 
sportula with the leftovers of last night’s feast, that the gross inequalities 
of Roman life were maintained. Even in Rome, men did not live by bread 
alone: the circus and the arena were no less necessary. As early as the 
Republic, the Circus Maximus was in existence; presently, during the im- 
perial era, the number of circuses, arenas, and hippodromes increased 
in Rome, and more or less in every other important municipality. In the 
arena there were chariot races : competition, excitement, opportunities for 
betting; despite dangers to the overturned charioteers, this was perhaps 
the most innocent of Roman amusements. 

But in the circus there arose a different kind of spectacle. Here crimi- 
nals were punished; here military captives were made to fight with each 
other until one or both were killed; here other prisoners were thrown to 
the wild beasts, to be torn apart and devoured alive. Punishment was 
originally a public spectacle, presumably to serve as a warning for the 
spectator: now it served another purpose — it provided outright pleasure. 
The Roman populace, frustrated and humiliated, many of them compelled 
to live in huge tenements, so recklessly built by speculative landlords that 
every now and then they collapsed and buried their denizens in the ruins, 
projected their own terrors and humiliations upon their helpless victims. 
Their oppressors were unassailable: the army knew who paid them. So the 
populace turned on their fellow men and battened on their sufferings. Out 
of a revolting exploitation, came this equally revolting revenge. 

Terrorism, violence, lust were organized and systematized on a scale 
that passes belief: people lived from day to day in the vicarious enjoy- 
ment of the most ingenious brutalities that have ever depraved the human 
soul. The Romans became esthetes of torture. The demand for victims 
even increased the scope and purview of crime: as if sins were not fre- 
quent enough, fantastic breaches were invented, such as that of showing 
disrespect for the holy image of the emperor by carrying into a latrine 
or a house of ill-fame a coin or a ring impressed with his sacred features. 

One need not go to the Christian apologists for a damning description 
of this public debasement: Seneca, a Roman of the Romans, will serve 
as witness. “Nothing is so damaging to good character,” he remarked, 
“as the habit of lounging at games. ... I come home more greedy, 
more ambitious, more voluptuous, and even more cruel and inhuman 
because I have been among other human beings. By chance I attended a 
mid-day exhibition, expecting some fun, wit, and relaxation — an exhibi- 
tion at which men’s eyes might have respite from the slaughter of their 
fellow men. But it was quite the reverse. ... It is pure murder. . . . 
You may retort: ‘But he was a highway robber; he killed a man!’ And 
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what of it? Granted that, as a murderer, he deserved punishment, what 
crime have you committed, poor fellow, that you should deserve to sit 
and see this show?” 

Would you know the exact character of these spectacles? It requires 
almost as strong a stomach as to read about the tortures- in a Nazi concen- 
tration camp. Behold the “retinue of swords and fire and chains and a 
mob of beasts ... let loose upon the disemboweled entrails of men. Pic- 
ture to yourself under this head the prison, the cross, the rack, the hook, 
and the stake which they drive straight through a man until it protrudes 
from his throat. Think of human limbs torn apart by chariots driven in 
opposite directions, of the terrible shirt smeared with and interwoven 
with inflammable materials, and of all the other contrivances devised by 
cruelty. ... It is not surprising, then, if our greatest terror is of such 
a fate.” Is it surprising, either, that the man who wrote these lines, one of 
the fortunate classes, with a country estate, a place at court, riches and 
fame, committed suicide in order to avoid the daily anticipation of being 
assassinated at command of his emperor? 

Even now Seneca is worth reading; for he is a connecting link, in a 
far more direct fashion than Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, or Plotinus, be- 
tween Roman and Christian philosophy: a symbol that even the hard 
Roman soul could not endure forever these rites of cruelty and torture, 
greed and lust. His attack on slavery, indeed, was a turning point in pagan 
morality: it rang out with a clarity that many Christian apologists for 
long lacked. “ ‘They are slaves,’ people declare. Nay, rather they are 
men. ‘Slaves!’ No, they are unpretentious friends. ‘Slaves!’ No, they are 
our fellow slaves, if one reflects that Fortune has equal rights over slaves 
and freemen alike.” No matter how painfully one might school oneself 
to accept the inhumanities of this society, in the end it cast' a sickening 
shadow over the heart. 

If sadism became an engrossing collective ritual, eroticism remained 
an obsessive itch. There had once been a time in Rome when license 
existed under a religious sanction, in the Saturnalia: the mysteries of 
sex are close to the heart of every religion. Augustus, at the foundation 
of the Empire, introduced the celebration of the ludi seculares. Sacrifices 
were offered for three nights, to the fates, to the goddesses of procreation, 
and to mother earth. “It was impossible to ask the Gods more clearly,” 
Ferrero remarks, “for an age purified from destructive vice, fruitful in 
men, and happy in well-merited prosperity.” But the Gods did not answer 
his plea. Despite severe censorship and drastic legal regulations, adultery 
became fashionable and abortions necessary. Sexual intercourse became 
ever more easy and ubiquitous. Slaves, whores, pederasts were at hand 
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for the asking. When the body was sated, the imagination whipped it up 
again: when the genitals failed to respond, the eye glutted itself on revolt- 
ing exhibitions of carnality, such as that which Petronius describes at one 
of his feasts in the Satyricon. 

The circus released inhibitions and heightened sexual excitement: as- 
signations would begin there, as often as not. When the pantomime was 
introduced by Pylades of Cilicia and Bathyllus of Alexandria in 18 B.c., 
a new form of theater was devised for the bored Roman citizen. Here 
invisible voices accompanied by music sang a story, while the actor or 
mime interpreted it in action and gesture. This sounds a little like a 
modern opera; but as the pantomime worked out, the favorite plots were 
those in which disrobing — the strip tease — and copulation were enacted. 
The kind of sentimental erotic entertainment described by Xenophon in 
The Banquet — genteel but debilitating — was now produced on a whole- 
sale plan. 

Circus, pantomime, feast, spectacle, public bath, must have kept the 
sexual organs in a state of swollen expectation. Can one doubt that in 
this state of sexual over-stimulation and fatigue there was a withdrawal 
of interest from sex itself and a weakening of sexual tension? Obscenity 
took the place of desire, and exhibitionism and voyeurism did duty for 
potency and delight. What we loosely call perversion is often only the 
arrest of sexual courtship at some half-way point in its development: a 
passing moment is singled out from the entire act and made the chief 
object of play. Whereas sublimation, when it is successfully pursued, 
utilizes sexual energy and even raises it to a higher pitch, perversion 
turns it aside and drains it off. In this sense, it is no paradox to speak of 
deficient sexuality in a world given over to the promotion of lust. 

Speaking of the satumalian aspects of his society, Seneca remarked: 
“Once December was a month, now it is a year.” That was true in more 
than the erotic aspect. Holidays multiplied. After Sulla there were 93 
days devoted to public holidays when the Romans were entertained at the 
expense of the State. At the time of Marcus Aurelius there were 155 days 
devoted to spectacles. By 354 a.d. there were 175 days of games out of 
some 200 public holidays. These figures give some notion of how debili- 
tating this regime must have been for the majority of Roman citizens, 
especially when one remembers that the serious business of the day 
stopped at noon. Perhaps the slaves were lucky: their work kept them 

busy. . , , 

Here again one understands why idleness came to be looked on, m 
Christianity, as the parent of sin: the chief device of Satan. In a society 
like that of the United States in the nineteenth century, working under the 
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pressure of puritanic convictions and capitalistic method, work might 
easily be overdone and idleness, sportiveness, impulsiveness might be de- 
manded in the interest of health and balance. Not so in Rome. Here an 
empty life was made emptier by a routine that almost reversed the normal 
roles of work and play. And here self-contempt deepened into life-con- 
tempt. Suicide was almost the only honorable refuge of a manly soul. 

Such a wholesale diversion of energy possibly accounts for the failure 
of inventiveness in Roman society: this held true, according to Seeck, even 
for war. In literature and philosophy the old themes were re-tailored until 
they were threadbare. Even in the arts of sexual enjoyment, where one 
would have thought Roman ingenuity might have stretched itself, there 
were no critical improvements: contraception, for example, remained an 
empirical and unreliable art; and even in the contraceptives listed by 
Souranos of Ephesus, those of dubious efficacy mingled with well-tried 
inventions like the occlusive pessary: water from the firebucket of a smith, 
drunk after every menstrual period, was supposed to cause sterility. 
Roman women paid the penalty for these hazy prescriptions in the fre- 
quent practice of abortion. In reckoning with the reaction against sexual 
indulgence which was to take place, one must count the peculiar psycho- 
logical malaise that follows abortion as a contributing factor: a reaction 
almost the opposite of that sense of relaxation and fulfillment that usually 
follows a happy birth. 

9: The New Realm of Inventiveness 

The slowing down of invention in the major departments of practical 
life only emphasizes an extraordinary change that took place from the 
second century b.c. onward. For there was one realm in which steady 
changes and modifications took place: changes which were to re-shape the 
world. That was in the domain of religion. 

At no point did the dry formalisms of the old Roman religion give a 
fresh shape to the human personality. Most of the gods and goddesses 
Rome placed in her Pantheon were second-hand importations: the Roman 
priest had as much connection with ethical duties as a surrogate of 
wills; the most typical of religious ceremonies was the augury, a form 
of pious prognostication based on the examination of the entrails of ani- 
mals. The lesser deities were little more than personifications of functions: 
a superstitious turning of processes into people. According to Tertullian, 
the Romans imagined that Alemona nourished the foetus, Nona and 
Decina watched over the critical months of gestation, Partula directed 
parturition, and Lucina brought the child to birth: five deities for the 
nine months of pre-natal existence alone. 
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These deities were the counter-images of the slaves in the emperor’s 
household: one looked after his palace garments, another after his city- 
garments, another his military uniforms, another his eating utensils. 
So hundreds of deities superintended the events of life: the conventional 
imagination was encumbered with these supernumeraries. No mere im- 
perial edict could put life into such a religion. 

Under the influence of the East, however, this hard-headed, practical 
people, unused to subtle ideas, formalists in ritual, uninventive in philos- 
ophy, found themselves grappling with new dreams which denied all the 
Roman values. The first stirring of this new consciousness was, as we 
have seen, in the mystery religions; for these were the first religions in 
the ancient world, at least in the West, to proclaim a universal brother- 
hood of the initiates, divorced from the gods of the household and the 
city. These religions addressed themselves to Man, and they emphasized 
those fears and hopes that men have in common, because of the human 
condition itself. In the mysteries, the repressed elements of classic society 
burst forth with volcanic fire: the Divine Lover and the Holy Family took 
possession of the inner life. 

Kybele, the Great Mother, stood for fertility and love and passionate 
power. When the storms shook the forests, the peasants thought that Kybele 
was being drawn through the forests by her team of roaring lions, mourn- 
ing the death of her husband and lover, Attis. Crowds of worshipers 
trampled through the woods, mingling the wild notes of the flute with that 
of the wind, chanting the worship of the Great Mother. Phrygian music, 
Aristotle had written, tends to enthusiasm; and the cult of the Great 
Mother, settling in Rome in its own Temple, with its Phrygian priests, 
was a bold departure from Greek frivolity and Latin formalism. The 
populace could not understand the philosophers when they talked of the 
one Supreme Being; but the Phrygian goddess was “das ewig Weibliche,” 
without whom life would come to an end: she was the great mistress who 
commanded the lions, fierce, demanding, passionate; and she was the 
Great Mother, protective, tender, all-enfolding, who attracted to her the 
ungrown child and the responsive man, the eager girl and the fulfilled 
matron. 

Here, as in Greece, it was through religion that woman recovered her 
ground, and found a career more true to her central impulses than mere 
“emancipation.” Consider what happened to the Isis cult, which the 
Romans took over from the Egyptians. Isis was the goddess of spring and 
the fruitfulness of nature: like Aphrodite she graced the familiarities 
of lovers; her votaries included prostitutes and in her temples people 
made assignations. But in the course of a few centuries in Rome this 
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Egyptian goddess underwent a puritanic transformation: she became the 
goddess of chastity and protected virginity: even before Christianity came, 
her companion God, Serapis, sent the faithful into the cloister. By the 
second century a.d. Isis had become a counterweight to the flaccid sexual- 
ity of Rome: she took the role that the Queen of Heaven was to have in 
the thirteenth century. 

But there was a masculine side to this need for turning once more to 
the sources of life and seeking once more to purify its muddied stream: 
around 70 B.C., after the suppression of the Cilician pirates by Pompey, 
another cult came to Rome, this time from Persia: the cult of Mithras. 
Mithraism was an offshoot of Zoroastrianism, in something the same 
fashion that Christianity was later an offshoot of Judaism: this went 
along with the similar passage from a closed to an open society. But 
Mithras was not a human person: he was the spirit of light, originally 
attached to the great diety of light, Ormuzd, the eternal opponent of 
darkness and evil, incarnated in Ahriman. “Persia,” says Cumont, the 
chief modern interpreter of Mithraism, “introduced dualism as a funda- 
mental principle in religion. It was this that distinguished Mithraism from 
other sects, and inspired its dogmatic theology and ethics, giving them 
a rigor and firmness unknown to Roman paganism.” 

By its mythology and ritual, Mithraism satisfied the need for a com- 
mon basis upon which the members of this mixed society could meet: 
people who had left their native land and their native gods were no longer 
“lost”: they were saved and redeemed by being brought within the fold 
of a larger society. Mithraism had a cult of initiation similar to that 
which attended induction into the army: the neophyte was compelled to 
take an oath of loyalty, and an indelible mark was branded on his body 
with a hot iron. The rite of purification was as solemn as it was terrify- 
ing: the member who was to be baptized was lowered into a pit: above 
him, a bull was sacrificed, and the dropping of the warm blood was sup- 
posed to purify and render powerful the receiver of the gift. This sacrifice 
of the bull, or Taurobolium, originally belonged to the rites of the Great 
Mother; but in its westward march, Mithraism absorbed the rite and 
made it its own. Mithraic temples, or Mithraeums, originally dotted the 
landscape of Europe: they were particularly numerous along the Rhine 
and the Danube, where the Roman legionaries, who were great devotees, 
were quartered. 

Mithraism shifted the time perspective from the individual life or even 
the individual community to the eternity of Godhood. The aim of living 
was not immediate reward but preparation for eternal happiness: not 
tangible gains but the salvation of the soul. The ceremonies of Mithra 
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dramatized darkness and light, befoulment and purification, sin and re- 
pentance; and the theology restored a healthy tension between animal 
needs and ideal ends. 

The sacred grotto, concealed in the solitude of the dark forests, became 
the outward emblem of the turning inward of the Western eye. While 
the original Greek or Roman temple was mainly an exterior, it was the 
inner space in the new domed buildings that became important. In Mith- 
raism the priest ceased to be an officer of the state: for his sovereign be- 
longed to another world, and his community was the united body of 
initiates and believers, the sacred militia of an invincible God: a veritable 
Church militant. From the second century A.D., Mithraism became the 
chief rival of the old gods; by the third century it occupied a dominant 
place. 

But the very forces that aided this spread were responsible for Mith- 
raism’s retreat before a rival cult that incorporated much of its mythology 
and many of its rites. For Mithraism was carried to the ends of the em- 
pire by civil servants and soldiers. When the army ceased to conquer, 
when the outposts were withdrawn, Mithraism contracted, too: the Sacred 
Bull had lost his power; and the battle between darkness and light was 
translated into another series of world visions, those of the followers of 
Christ and Mani. 

On the spot where the last Taurobolium took place in the fourth cen- 
tury, in the Phrygianum, the basilica of the Vatican now stands. As late 
as 393 Isis processions through the streets of Rome were described by 
an eye-witness: but the Great Mother of Thrace, the Egyptian Virgin, and 
the Persian Bull made their exit together. Patches of the fabric they had 
woven were sewed into the many-colored tapestry of Christianity. The 
new man had appeared: no longer a figment, a mere wraith. Out of con- 
quered Palestine appeared the Galilean, whose words of meekness and 
resignation denied the power and belittled the destiny of Rome. 



CHAPTER II. 


THE PRIMACY OF THE PERSON 


1 : The Shadow of Things to Come 

The life of Jesus of Nazareth has been both magnified and dintinished 
by the growth of the Christian Church. His message was swallowed up in 
his myth: his personality was enveloped by the special claims of divinity 
that were attached to it: his human presence was lost in a miraculous 
Annunciation and a divine Transfiguration. But the myth was plainly a 
collective projection of the peoples who formulated it and embellished it; 
and from what remains in the New Testament of Jesus’s unmistakable in- 
sights, one must assume that much of his actual doctrine, perhaps part 
of the kernel, was misunderstood or rejected by his more simple-minded 
recorders. Too often we see the form of Jesus and hear only the words of 
Paul. The pale but more visible satellite partly eclipses the sun. 

What was the reason for Jesus’s unique triumph? The explanation of 
Christian theology is a simple one: he was the Son of God, and his in- 
carnation, his suffering, and his death were part of a divine plan in which 
he, by taking man’s sins upon himself, began a new dispensation for 
mankind. Why omnipotence left such an imperfect record of this event, 
shrouded it in such obscurity, and performed it at such a late point in 
history are minor problems beside the vaster mystery which faith accepts. 

But the historic mystery is increased, rather than diminished, if one 
regards Jesus solely in his human aspect. On such terms, his power is 
like that of the tiny grain of mustard seed: an evidence of the absolute 
weight of the human personality in the face of institutions and material 
circumstances that would seem destined to overwhelm it and blot it out. 

“Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden; and I will 
give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn of me; for I am meek 
and lowly in heart; and ye shall find rest unto your souls. . . . Whoso- 
ever will be great among you, let him be your minister; and whosoever 
will be chief among you, let him be your servant.” 

The classic world had long been waiting to hear those words. Year 
by year its emptiness had been growing heavier; year by year the chains 
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that bound men to their imperious burdens and their played-out pleasures 
had become more galling: the calluses deepened on the spirits of the 
proud and the raw blisters multiplied on the bodies of the lowly. In a 
few decades, in a few centuries, everyone would be ready for the new 
dispensation: not gnly the slaves but the centurions: not alone miserable 
Lazarus, but the Ethiopian Royal Treasurer. 

The prophet who uttered these words was brought up in the land of 
Galilee, the Boeotia of Palestine, among farmers and fishermen who 
mingled with the busy, prosperous patricians from Jerusalem. Like 
Hesiod, whose Works and Days reformulated the Hellenic religious con- 
sciousness and established a higher concept of justice, Jesus was alienated 
by humble birth from the dominant society of his time. Though he 
argued with the learned rabbis in the synagogue, there is no indication 
in his teaching that he was burdened by any weight of abstruse learning, 
or that he even had such acquaintance with the philosophers and poets of 
Graeco-Judaic civilization as Paul probably had. The carpenter, the shep- 
herd, the fisherman, the husbandman, the worker in the vineyard, were 
the familiar types he knew: their ancient occupations provided him with 
homely images of the common life; and he shared some of their distrust 
for the proud merchants and the sharp moneylenders who made life hard 
for the poor. At home with his neighbors, he had words for simple men. 

Jesus’s contemporaries were more than ready for him — indeed for any- 
one who was certain of his inner light, and set to lift their trouble and 
confusion. They would read portents in the sky, even as the contempora- 
ries of Augustus read into the approach of a comet the beginning of a 
new age: they would not be surprised to find the Messiah, one of the 
House of David, sitting by a well in the middle of their village. In the 
recurrent poverty of the war-tom countrysides there was an underlying 
connection, the connection of want and pain and fear, with the proletariat 
of the cities: so that once the prophet came forth, his doctrine would 
prosper most swiftly in the crowded, world-weary metropolises of Africa 
and Asia Minor. John the Baptist had come among the Jews, purifying 
people by baptism and predicting a new day at hand. When Jesus came 
to John, the latter promptly recognized his qualities: he declared he was 
not fit to tie Jesus’s shoelaces. That act of recognition and homage started 
the young prophet on his way. 

Presently, Jesus retired to the barren hills, where he fasted and nour- 
ished his visions. Alone in the desert, he was tempted by dreams of power: 
the power to control the physical world, common to magic and to science, 
the power to rule the political destinies of the masses of men, the vulgar 
ambition of emperors and tyrants: all these avenues of worldly achieve- 
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ment he put behind him. Jesus’s interest was in the redemption of man’s 
very humanity, in the perpetual renewal and re-dedication of the living 
to the task of self-development: he sought to bring the inner and the 
outer aspects of the personality into organic balance by throwing off 
compulsions, constraints, automatisms. No one else has spoken of the 
moral life with fewer negations or with so many positive expressions of 
power and joy. His mission was not to govern men but to release them. 
The new doctrine would round out and fulfill the work of the law and the 
prophets, not leave it completely behind. This connection with the past 
did not save Christianity from the perils of mere apocalyptic futurism, 
but it showed that Jesus rejected the current impulse to break loose 
entirely. ’ 

There was work to do, and Jesus set about it. Inevitably he drew to 
him a band of disciples, for the most part plain, unlearned men: people 
incapable of protecting themselves by book-learning from the shock of 
fresh ideas and from the emotional impact of a great example. What 
they were capable of assimilating, mankind itself would be ripe for. 
Unlike the philosophers who taught initiates and students they had 
brought to a certain intellectual level, Jesus addressed the poor and the 
ignorant: he thus overcame the class limitations that had narrowed the 
province of philosophy and limited the political effectiveness of a Soc- 
rates, a Plato, a Zeno. 

Like a guide to the hill passes, Jesus took shortcuts across the un- 
traversible mountains of class pride, intellectual arrogance, and profes- 
sional specialization. In his philosophy, the dialectical wisdom of Ar ; s- 
totle might not lead one as close to the core of life as the innocence of 
a little child. He devaluated the inflated currency of the intellect. Faith 
in the realities of life and spirit made the great and the humble stand 
on the same level. This was a shocking assumption to those who had paid 
dearly for wealth, knowledge, position: Were all their efforts then worth- 
less? Were the poor and the ignorant their equals? 

Jesus’s most venomous opposition came from conservative groups in 
the synagogue: not from the indifferent, but from the strict, not from the 
backsliders, but from those who knew the law and fulfilled it to the letter, 
proud that they were more virtuous than their neighbors: men who clung 
to the moral laws and sanitary regulations of Moses, who followed the 
noble duties of the Pharisees. These opponents of Jesus were proud, 
justly proud, of their great heritage. Jewish morals, Jewish hygiene, were 
both close to the order of nature: Judaism had long been uncontaminated 
by supematuralism, and until it was infected by the death of neighbor*, 
ing cultures, it harbored few phantoms: its God operated in history, and 
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its invisible world was truly invisible, the kingdom of the ideal, continu- 
ous with the domain of nature and inherent in the plan of nature. 

Now, in Jesus, a rival to Moses appeared. With a sure instinct for 
attack, Jesus singled out the strong elements in Jewish culture as a point 
for his radical departures: he broke the Sabbath openly to stay his 
hunger: man did not exist for the Sabbath but the Sabbath for man. The 
periodic day of rest was the very citadel of the Jewish vital economy: 
perhaps, as Sudhoff, the medical historian, remarks, its greatest con- 
tribution to health. When Jesus challenged the sacredness of this good 
custom, the currents of life were indeed rising: the day of fossilized 
virtue was over. For Jesus, the Pharisees were “actors”: that was the 
word he used. Such people played a part: their actions were therefore 
never adapted to life’s surprising demands. They treated life as a set 
piece, and so denied it. 

If Moses was the moralist, the hygienist, the organizer, Jesus was the 
mystic and the psychologist. The first worked on the mind through the 
body, and on the person through the community. The second reversed 
this process: the divine in man must be nourished if every other law and 
duty be pushed aside; and the divine was that which furthered the proc- 
esses of growth and made it possible for man to slough off his dead selves, 
as the snake sloughs off its skin. Jesus saw that no wider, stricter ob- 
servance of law could recover for life the freedom and energy it had lost 
in the very perfection of human institutions: in his view, goodness could 
obstruct life no less than wickedness, and without a perpetual challenge 
w«uld undoubtedly do so. Among modern poets and philosophers, Emer- 
son, Whitman, and Bergson come closest to sharing this philosophy. 

What was needed was a radical change in attitude: an assertion of the 
primacy of the person, and a shift from outer circumstances to inner 
values. Adultery, therefore, did not consist simply in going to bed with 
another man’s wife: that was only its most obvious form. He that looked 
on a woman to lust after her had already committed adultery in his heart; 
and a sensitive judgment would be more concerned with the concealed 
impulse than the open accomplishment, for it might be more obstructive 
to growth. Though comfort for the poor and the lowly was an essential 
part of Jesus’s creed, he outraged his disciples by sweetly accepting the 
perfumed oil that was poured upon his head: oil that was bought with 
money which, they indignantly urged, might have been spent upon the 
poor. But Jesus pointed out that the woman who had anointed him had 
been prompted by love: her impulse was sacred. To obey that impulse 
was more important than to be concerned with food or clothes even the 
food and clothes of the poor. For love was the highest manifestation of 
c 
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life. Why should the poor be fed if love were allowed to disappear from 
the world? 

With Jesus, the possibilities of love were no longer confined to friends 
and lovers, to members of one’s family or one’s tribe: the love of God 
and the love of one’s neighbor were equally imperative. To love well was 
to participate in a life that went beyond one’s immediate animal need 
for self-preservation: for he who lost his self would find it, and he who 
gave up everything, as passionate lovers do for the beloved or as parents 
do for their children, would find himself the member of a wider society 
which would offset his abnegations and renunciations. 

The great empires of the ancient world, Babylonia, Persia, Macedonia, 
Rome, had tried to build a universal state on the basis of power and law 
alone: Jesus sought to found a wider community on the basis of love and 
grace. Power meant the capacity to appropriate, to possess, to dominate: 
love meant the capacity to share, to renounce, to sacrifice. Jesus was in- 
different to the need to bring these two efforts together; and he be- 
queathed the problem to the Christian Church, which failed at the height 
of its own powers by losing sight of Jesus’s example. 

2: Doctrine, Life, and Love 

There is more than one fashion of interpreting Jesus’s doctrine of 
Eternal Life, which runs through the Gospels. A hopeless society, blocked 
in every effort at worldly security and satisfaction, would emphasize im- 
mortality and eternity as the most important promise of the Christian 
faith: life eternal. But it is equally consistent to interpret Jesus’s wojds 
in a humanistic and naturalistic sense: life eternal: “Thy will be done on 
earth .” In this fashion, Jesus renewed the vision of Isaiah. 

The Greek philosophers had praised temperance, courage, prudence, 
and wisdom: they had sought to discipline the flesh and fortify rational 
judgment: but even when, in the doctrines of Plato, love sought beauty 
and perfection, no longer mere physical possession, its province remained 
limited: it was never strong enough to unite the Greek and the Barbarian 
even so that the polis itself might be saved, still less was it capable of 
uniting them for the Barbarian’s benefit. Jesus gave love a social mission 
and a political province. Who was one’s neighbor? Anyone who needed 
one’s help. The parable of the Good Samaritan is a condemnation of 
every form of isolationism. 

This was a simple doctrine, backed by simple demonstrations. While 
the accounts of some of Jesus’s miracles are incredible if one judges them 
by their actual contents, most of them are consistent with his whole vision 
of life if one judges them by their direction and intention. The restora- 
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tion of sight to the blind, of speech to the dumb, of the use of their legs 
to the crippled: the casting out of neurotic “devils” and the return to 
sanity — always the end of the miracle is normal health, and the ability 
to go on living. Those whom Jesus converted to his faith did not receive 
any superhuman ppwers: they were not endowed with an insight into 
the future or with a detailed remembrance of the past: the feats of astrol- 
ogy or clairvoyance were not for them. Nor were they gifted with a special 
knowledge of the physical world which would mock the science of Alex- 
andria: they cannot make the sun stand still or behold the beauty of 
Helen of Troy. Dr. Faust would have turned away from Jesus unsatisfied 
— to conclude his bargain with Mephistopheles. 

The upshot of Jesus’s typical miracles is that the patient becomes whole 
again: life goes on. The return to life was not postponed until the Resur- 
rection Day. The very simplicity of Jesus’s performances as a whole 
carries conviction: indeed, it is fairly easy to distinguish miracles that 
are consistent with his own vision and our own knowledge of psycho- 
therapy from those that plainly reflect the cheap magic understood by 
Jesus’s too credulous followers, who sought to turn a prophet into a mere 
wonder-working charlatan. Jesus’s healing of the sick showed a vital 
insight into the unconscious: the possessor of those powers did indeed 
know something about the mystery of the soul that even Socrates’ daimon 
never plumbed. 

When one turns from Jesus’s demonstrations to his words, the trans- 
parent meaning of his acts disappears. One is confronted by paradoxical 
truths, gnomic insights, homely parables that sometimes shock one by 
their crass acceptance of unjust conventions, figures that lend themselves 
to either a natural or a supernatural explanation, mysteries that seem 
like mystifications. But Jesus is hardly responsible for the confused state 
of the record: the tale of his -life was long carried by word of mouth, 
probably for more than a generation, before the first written record was 
made. Some of those closest to him, like Paul, deliberately turned away 
from the image of Jesus, the man, in order to worship with unrestricted 
abandon the crucified God, a being bom of the worshiper’s own sick 
needs and ambivalent desires. In the course of time, much that was 
precious would disappear, and not a little that was rubbish would be 
added. But above the confused murmurs of the witnesses, Mark, Matthew, 
and Luke, rises Jesus’s life itself: it reveals a consistent purpose and an 
inner unity: the mark of a real personality and not, as Mani later 
asserted, of a wraith. 

The very heart of Jesus’s faith, Matthew Arnold pointed out, is in- 
communicable in words: his “secret.” To unlock this secret fully, one 
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must have beheld the light in the master’s eyes; one must have inter- 
preted the enigmatic smile that surely hovered on his lips; for there is 
both an agility and a power of penetration in Jesus’s sayings that were, 
one feels, but lamely passed on by his disciples. Is it any wonder that, all 
too soon, they sought to turn him into a more familiarr figure: a magician, 
a sacrificial scapegoat, an Orphic initiator, a redeemer, a Messiah: that 
step by step they interpreted his vision of eternal life, life forever self- 
renewing and self-transcending, as a mere promise of golden glitter in 
a changeless heaven: that they transformed into a God a prophet who, 
on their own testimony, said he was not God. (“Why call ye me good? 
Only God is good.”) 

Jesus’s acts all affirm natural life; and for him the Kingdom of Heaven 
did not await death and eternity but might open before the awakened 
soul at any moment. He declared that natural life might rise above its 
animal foundations: that man indeed must pass beyond his creaturely 
limitations if he is to enter into his natural kingdom. He aimed at sim- 
plicity, spontaneity, integrity, freedom: these were the conditions for 
man’s growth and his perpetual rejuvenation, conditions which Goethe 
was to declare the special property of the man of genius, but which the 
Son of Man sought to pass on to all the Sons of Men. The civic obliga- 
tions of Rome, the moral code of Jerusalem, the astronomical lore of the 
Chaldeans, and the art of the Greeks were all as nothing to him: his mis- 
sion was to cut under every institution, every habit, every purpose, even 
those that were avowedly good. Was it not a failure of love that was re- 
sponsible for man’s self-love, out of which grew his indifference to 'the 
welfare of the poor and humble, that is, to the mass of humanity? On all 
minor reforms, he had nothing to say. 

“John,” Jesus sardonically observed, “came neither eating nor drink- 
ing, and they say, He hath a devil. The Son of Man came eating and 
drinking, and they say. Behold a man gluttonous and a wine-bibber, a 
friend of publicans and sinners. But wisdom is justified of her children.” 

Wisdom was indeed justified. Jesus undermined the knowledge of the 
learned, the pride of the powerful, the morals of the virtuous: he saw that 
sin and imperfection, with their self-humiliation and self-criticism, were 
far less dangerous to life than complacency; for sin might pave the way 
for an inward change which raised life to a higher pitch than unblemished 
virtue was capable of reaching. This inward change, the grace of the 
holy spirit as it was to be called, was all important: repentance must 
precede regeneration. Mere willing, mere rational efforts in themselves, 
could not bring about such a change: it needed the encouraging example 
of a living image, and that image was the personality of Jesus himself. 
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The effect of Jesus’s doctrine, boldly set forth in the Sermon on the 
Mount, was to give strength to the humble and the weak, and to make 
the principle of yielding stronger than the principle of domination: a 
complete reversal of values. Man’s weakness, for the fifth century Greeks, 
came from his ignorance. Jesus’s position was just the opposite of this; 
but he did not make the fatal error of dissolving the very idea of virtue, 
like the Skeptics. In the scribes and the Pharisees Jesus beheld the danger 
of a premature crystallization: the personality might be handicapped by 
the very qualities it had sought so painfully to achieve. To know oneself, 
from his standpoint, was to realize the miserable failure of one’s suc- 
cesses and the redeeming success of one’s failures. The capacity to recog- 
nize one’s inevitable shortcomings, to profit by every occasion of dis- 
integration, was the only guarantee of continued self-development. That 
was a salutary doctrine for the heirs of a disintegrating civilization. 

Jesus’s transvaluations were a permanent contribution to all moral 
doctrine. Naturally, this challenge affronted the more respectable mem- 
bers of the community: for the very condition of the proletariat gave 
them a better chance of entering the Kingdom of Heaven than the rich. 

In sum, virtue could not be accumulated: the prudent investor of moral 
capital might find himself bankrupt overnight and the spendthrift might 
by a last moment’s repentance find himself possessed of riches. This 
seems a perversion of both psychological experience and natural justice; 
but there is an aspect of both personality and community for which it 
has real meaning. Jesus came into a society encrusted with venerable 
superstitions and slavish usages: afflicted with pieties that had become 
profanities, with knowledge that stifled curiosity: a society choked by the 
debris of ancient cultures, threatened by those very processes of accumu- 
lation which ordered production and government make possible. The 
simplification of life was the very essence of salvation in such a society: 
the first and the last, the poor and the rich, the earlier and the later, the 
wise and the foolish, the saint and the sinner must all start from scratch: 
were they not all Sons of Men? 

Every word and act of Jesus can be interpreted as an attempt to dis- 
inter the corpse of man: to raise the dead. Ceremonies, books, forms, 
rituals, prayers, duties, administrative regulations, laws, might all seem 
good in themselves, because goodness had once passed that way; but noth- 
ing was good for Jesus unless it furthered life in its perpetual process 
of self-transcendence and self -liberation. Or as Emerson put it: “Life 
only avails, not the having lived.” So the Child, with its multiple poten- 
tialities for growth, is the true symbol of this doctrine. One must throw 
away one’s accumulation of riches and learning and become poor again, 
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poor as a beggar, innocent as a child. Old, indeed, is the belief that the 
good man must disencumber himself of material possessions; but Jesus, 
like Lao-tse, applied this injunction equally to immaterial possessions. 
For him it was necessary to redeem knowledge from limitations no less 
deadly than stubborn ignorance, and to chastise the law-abiding, no less 
than the more obvious criminals. The price of life was a willingness to 
wipe out all one’s precious accumulations and begin all over again, 
whenever they got in the way. The virtue of the pioneer. 

3: The Paradox of Personality 

When Jesus’s followers came to interpret his message in the patristic 
age, they sought a too-easy shortcut. If one must become as a little child 
again, was not ignorance itself then a virtue, almost a passport to heaven? 
If mercy and love stand above political justice, why go through the forms 
of political justice or bother about whether they are good or bad? And 
why cultivate mathematical or astronomical knowledge, if it leads to 
pride of learning and hardness of heart? To hold to such simplism is to 
mistake the true provenance of Jesus’s ideas. His truths were especially 
valid for those who gave themselves to the study of science or the execu- 
tion of justice: they provided a corrective to institutions Jesus otherwise 
did not care to challenge. In time, unfortunately, Christian virtue became 
a cloak for political irresponsibility, for scientific know-nothingness, and 
for self-righteous indifference to the humane pursuit of literature, philos- 
ophy, and art. 

Jesus himself cannot perhaps escape some blame for this miscarriage: 
he left a gap which the Church took many centuries to fill up. What was 
lacking in his creed was what was lacking in his native environment, the 
back country, far from the big cities with their art and learning; when 
Jesus entered Jerusalem he entered it as an enemy, deliberately scorning 
its ways. He did not say: I was ignorant and ye taught me, or I was cast 
down in spirit and ye revived me with the sound of the harp and the 
tabor: the joy of Solomon and the joy of David find no echo in his spirit. 
The great prophet of the soul left out of his mission the traditional food 
of the soul. Music, poesy, painting, philosophy, science, counted nought 
for the salvation of man. It was to life at the humblest level that Jesus 
appealed; and he cast out of his reckoning the great sin of all class cul- 
tures, that they deny the common man the wealth and the leisure needed 
to partake of man’s highest goods. His was a gospel not so much of re- 
nunciation as of etherealization. When the spirit was truly alive, it could 
throw away all canes and crutches, and dance. 

The same judgment applies to Jesus’s indifference to political improve- 
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ments. Hie easy explanation in both cases is that the current apocalyptic 
conviction of doom was shared by Jesus himself: if the heavens were soon 
to fall, what difference did it make if the arts prospered or if justice pre- 
vailed? On this matter, Renan’s criticism is certainly well-taken: “To 
establish as a principle that we must recognize the legitimacy of power 
by the inscription on its coins, to proclaim that the perfect man pays 
tribute with scorn and without question, was to destroy republicanism 
in the ancient form and to favor all tyranny. Christianity, in this sense, 
has contributed much to weaken the sense of duty of the citizen, and to 
deliver the world into the absolute power of existing circumstances.” 

So much must be said in negation; but there is another side to the 
matter. The essential originality of Jesus’s thought can be better grasped 
if one realizes that the person is an emergent from society, in the same 
fashion that the human species is an emergent from the animal world. 
The function of personality both includes the facts of community and 
transcends them. While the person is dependent upon the community, in 
the same fashion that the organism itself is dependent upon the ma- 
terial it absorbs from nature, one cannot fully describe the person merely 
in terms of its social relationships: a radical qualitative change takes 
place at each ascending grade in emergence. The very concept of the per- 
son was once the exclusive property of the ruler and his intimate circle: 
in Egypt immortality was first reserved for them alone. The gradual 
building up of personality and its extension in theory to every member 
of the community was the great contribution of the prophets and re- 
deemers: a process that reached a new plateau in Christianity. Lloyd 
Morgan’s doctrine of emergent evolution has sociological as well as meta- 
physical significance. 

Jesus’s insights apply only to the higher realm. In his new dispen- 
sation, for example, “to him that hath shall be given and from him that 
hath not shall be taken even that which he hath.” Applied to political 
society such a conception would be plainly monstrous: a vicious mis- 
carriage of justice. But it was not meant for society: that should be 
equally plain. In the realm of personality it reveals a truth in the very 
order of nature: it is the truth of habit, that every good act makes good- 
ness easier and every bad act makes badness more incorrigible; it is the 
truth of knowledge, that those who have labored diligently acquire more 
than they have bargained for, while those who shirk become the victims 
of their own lack; it is the truth lovers know: that he who gives most re- 
ceives most, and that he who withholds becomes empty. 

Social equity is based on another principle, the principle of even inter- 
change and common advantage: self-interest, not self -abandoned love. 
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But in the personality this higher law cannot be evaded; and Jesus’s 
special insights are applicable to all persons, even in the most perfect 
human societies, working under the most exemplary conditions. Hence 
the difficulty of applying the moral truths of Jesus to a community: so 
difficult that the wise Mary Boole once suggested that no officer of the 
State should ever countenance the belief that, as officer, he was or could 
be a Christian. 

Actually, Jesus’s truths seek to transcend the inevitable limitations of 
even the best corporate order: the new dispensation does not deny the 
need for the old dispensation, but applies to a realm it does not touch, the 
realm of the person. The failure to understand this fact is the gretit limi- 
tation of Quakerism, otherwise so close to the spirit of Jesus: in their 
attitude toward the Nazis, for example, many members of the Society of 
Friends have failed to see that Christian charity is a corrective of justice, 
not a substitute for it. 

The social message of Jesus therefore remains ambiguous; but the 
personal injunctions are clear. “Do good and lend, hoping for nothing; 
and your reward shall be great.” That sentence of Jesus, which parallels 
a similar one in the Bhagavad-Gita, placed conduct on a superior level. 
Its ultimate word was a paradox: he that loseth his life shall find it. 
When Jesus’s transpositions were finished all the negative elements in 
life were on the positive side of the equation and had changed their sign: 
death in all its forms, vice, disease, ignorance, paralysis, had been used 
as a condition for a fuller and richer life. No part of existence was in- 
different to spirit or untouched by it. Not merely water but poison was 
transmuted into wine. 

. . . Jesus’s life was a brief one, consummated in loneliness, betrayal, 
and torture. His personality moves across the stage of history in a few 
swift gleams and flashes, tantalizing in their incompleteness; and his 
figure is muffled by the opaque bodies that surrounded him. He is fated 
to be betrayed for a few pieces of silver by Judas and to be denounced 
by the people he came to save: he sees that fate as his end approaches 
and the acceptance of it exalts him. The man who is nailed to the cross 
on the Mount of Calvary is the incarnation of humility, love, and sacri- 
fice: humility proudly worn, love lifted into a kinship with all humanity, 
death made the willing utterance of life itself: a complete affirmation of 
man’s condition and man’s end. 

The tragedy of Jesus rises to a swift climax. The epilogue, as told in 
the Gospels, lacks the austerity, the white illumination, the decisive ges- 
ture and the telling word, that mark the more visible acts of this per- 
sonality. The breath has scarcely left Jesus’s body before he becomes 
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enshrouded in myth. Jesus, the man, passes out of the picture: in his 
place is the God foretold in prophecy and celebrated in a score of pagan 
cults. Karl Marx once said of himself that he was not a Marxist; and of 
Jesus one may say, without irreverence, that he was not a Christian. For 
little men, who guarded Jesus’s memory, took him, drained off the pre- 
cious life blood of his spirit, mummified his body, and wrapped what 
was left in many foreign wrappings: over these remains they proceeded to 
erect a gigantic tomb. That tomb was the Christian Church. The figure 
it holds is both greater and less than the man who walked and talked by 
the shores of Galilee: more indisputably a traditional god, more doubt- 
fully an illumined man. But which figure points to the more miraculous 
historic fulfillment? I have no hesitation in saying — the man. 

4: The Mission of the Christian Church 

How did Christianity survive? How did the figure of Christ supplant 
the false Messiahs whose coming he had predicted? How did the Christian 
super-ego impose itself upon a hostile pattern of life? 

There have been many modem answers to these questions, from Ed- 
ward Gibbon to Renan and Engels: for Gibbon it exhibited a sort of 
Gresham’s law in history, while Engels somewhat glibly accounted for it 
by saying that the universal state of Rome required a universal religion. 
But the latter hardly explains the actual process; for the rise of the new 
religion, as the disturbed Romans were quick to point out by the third 
century, was accompanied by the downhill course of the State. Rome 
sSved Christianity, perhaps; but Christianity did not save Rome. 

Now, ideas do not take possession of a society by mere literary dis- 
semination: that is the fallacy of eighteenth century rationalism, or the 
conceit of modern publicity. To be socially operative, ideas must be in- 
corporated in institutions and laws, enacted through a daily discipline 
of the individual life, finally embodied in buildings and works of art that 
create an effective background for the new drama, and transpose its theme 
from the dream world where it originated to the world of actuality, where 
it is tested, challenged, modified. 

The beginning and the end of this process is the incarnation of the 
idea in a human person: first in that of a single man or woman, and 
finally in the everyday members of the community: a whole society. By 
the process of “mimesis,” on which Arnold Toynbee has wisely written, 
a new pattern of personality and a new plan of life take hold of many 
individual lives and give them a common task and a single goal. Though 
the word “incarnation” has been restricted by Christian theology to the 
appearance of God in human form. It has a far wider application. In- 
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carnation and mimesis are essential to the social process; and for lack 
of insight into their operation most of our thinking about social institu- 
tions has been shallow, because it treated institutions and organizations 
as if they were self-begotten and self-existent: denying the influence of 
ideas because it ignored the role of persons. What We can learn here 
about the development of Christianity will apply equally to the develop- 
ment of capitalism or colonization or the machine. 

We have now reached the third act in the drama of Christian renun- 
ciation. The essential ideas of Christian theology have long been in exist- 
ence, and have begun to converge toward a common creed, a genuine 
syncretism, stimulated by the new insights of Jesus: few ideas will come 
into Christian theology that were not already latent, indeed sometimes 
fully formulated, before Jesus appeared. The incarnation has taken 
place; but Christian man has still to be born; and a long process of in- 
filtration and crystallization must now follow. Primitive Christianity, that 
is, churchless Christianity, had only a short career. One has a glimpse 
of Jesus’s original followers in Jerusalem, calling upon those around them 
in the synagogue to receive baptism and enter into fellowship. Those who 
had wealth sold their possessions and shared their wealth: they practiced 
primitive communism and lived as a true society of friends: patient cast- 
aways, these first Christians, sure that a ship would soon pick them up 
and bring them to a paradisal port. 

The first step toward an organized Church was the break with Israel. 
Christianity became a mystery religion: one entered it, not by birth or 
residence, but by being initiated: baptism and the communion of the 
Lord’s Supper were the chief rites. As Christianity passed from group to 
group, from synagogue to synagogue, it gathered to it many things be- 
sides the sayings and deeds of Jesus: the Roman marriage ceremony in 
almost every detail down to the bridal wreath; the Persian conception 
of the Eternal war between God and the Devil, light and darkness; the 
Egyptian notion of the Last Judgment and the resurrection of the body; 
the neoplatonic metaphysics of the Greeks, already visible in the Gospel 
of St. John. All these elements of cult and creed had been shaped by the 
human imagination over many preceding centuries: they helped to create 
an official personality for Jesus; and the meaning and attributes of that 
personality became the main theme of a new discourse: theology. 

Christianity took doctrinal form in the letters that passed from one 
group of believers to another, in Jerusalem, Antioch, Ephesus, Athens, 
Alexandria, Carthage, Ecbatana: letters introducing a brother carrying 
greetings of fellowship, citing the testimony of eye-witnesses, re-defining 
principles, answering questions relating to belief and the daily discipline 
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of life. Those who believed in Christ had still to transform their sense of 
beatitude and salvation into the forms of a Christian life. That process 
required centuries. Meanwhile the good word spread by direct word of 
mouth, by messenger, or by post, during that mild Indian summer of 
order and peace which preceded the dreary, stormy November of Homan 
civilization. From Paul to Augustine, doctrinal Christianity was essen- 
tially the product of an informal revolutionary committee of correspond- 
ence. These local groups held the scattered ranks of the saved together 
until they had strength enough to challenge the Roman state and become 
the official religion of the late Empire. 

Essential to Christianity’s survival were its Jewish foundations. The 
Jews might reject Christ as a God, even as a prophet, but Christianity 
could not afford to reject Judaism. When dealing with situations on which 
the new doctrine had nothing to say, it was helpful for the Christians to 
be able to fall back on Jewish morals and Jewish law. The silversmiths 
of Ephesus even denounced the Christians as a menace to trade because 
they spread contempt for graven images, like the Jews. From Israel, 
moreover, came a most radical theological conception: the belief that the 
Will of God is worked out in human history: that every historic event is 
a judgment of God upon man’s understanding of the Divine Will and his 
readiness to co-operate with it. This saved the Church, partly, from a 
sterile otherworldliness, even as the Jewish conception of family obliga- 
tions, reluctantly admitted by Paul, saved it from race suicide, despite 
the open contempt of the Christian fathers for all carnal ties. 

• Not the smallest contribution of the Jew was a political one: that of 
the regular meeting of the faithful in the synagogue on the Sabbath. 
Every synagogue, ecclesia, or assembly tended to be, at first, a miniature 
democracy. Even rites that would eventually be monopolized by an or- 
dained priesthood first took shape within the congregation: witness con- 
fession and absolution. The informality and decentralization of these 
groups were a great contribution to the Church’s strength during the 
period of persecution : it offered no single critical point whose extermina- 
tion would paralyze the rest of the body. Rome found it hard to kill such 
a many-celled organism, each cell self-renewing. Wherever two or three 
were gathered together in fellowship under Christ, there the Church ex- 
isted. Like the congregations of the Mithraic Church, the Christian groups 
returned to the human scale: they combined the intimacy and solidarity 
of the primary group with a universality that passed beyond the borders 
of the Roman Empire, to Persia and even to Chinese Turkestan. This 
double change of scale should be noted: it permitted local concentration 
and super-national extension. In the Church the lost internal proletariat 
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recovered its sense of identity; and people scattered over a wider area 
than any existing Empire thought, felt, and acted as one. 

Greece made its chief contribution to Christianity through organized 
thought: most of the important early Fathers, like Clement and Origen, 
were Alexandrians, schooled in Greek philosophy. The Greek theologians 
took the obscure statements and the flowery oriental allusions of the 
founders of Christianity and applied to them the precise logic of the 
schools: the trickling water of Jesus’s thought, true water of life, was 
thus turned drop by drop into the sharp stalactites and stalagmites of 
dogma; and what was true in an allusive poetic sense became false, or 
misleading, by the very act of definition. Opponents, like Celsus, might 
revile Christianity on the ground that it was only the commonplaces of 
Greek and Roman philosophy, plus magic; but the Greek mind set itself 
to the tricky task of reconciling magic with philosophy, and mystery with 
logic: explaining how God, who was Unity, might be three persons, each 
co-existent, co-eternal, equally omnipotent: how the Son and the Father 
might be one, and how the attributes of personality might be expressed 
in a God that had neither body nor members: how the omnipotence of 
God was reconcilable with the presence of evil and the tragic sacrifice 
of a Son for the purpose of redeeming that evil. 

The facile dialectic of the Greeks, separated from the experience that 
had given it an underpinning in the sixth and the fifth centuries B.C., 
confused words with things and experiences, and erected a pretentious 
structure of exact knowledge about the hypothetical attributes and powers 
and functions of God: the “science” of theology. That structure took* a 
thousand years to build: we will examine the final fabric in the thirteenth 
century as it was finished and given an edifying coat of whitewash, in 
the manner of the medieval builder, by Thomas Aquinas. 

Theology was almost as much a Greek creation as philosophy. And one 
must not undervalue that contribution; for it kept alive the important 
tradition of unity, and the sense that all the parts of human experience 
are attributes of a meaningful whole, through processes that are not fully 
comprehensible within any human compass of time. Even the errors of 
theology bore fruit. The error of claiming positive knowledge and an 
objective existence for experiences that belong to the unconscious, or at 
least, the subjective world, pointed to the reality of these hidden areas 
of personality. Words are often the medium in which a new life takes 
shape in society: they indicate possible avenues of experience long before 
the pavement for that avenue can be laid. Politically the terms of Chris- 
tian theology became passwords: they established the possibility of social 
relations between those who used them in the same fashion. By this means, 
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theology went much further than the bare narrative of the New Testament 
in differentiating the doctrines of Christ from those of other poets and 
philosophers. But in creating Christian theology out of neo-Platonism, 
the Greek fathers undermined a large part of their classic heritage, and 
they fostered a fftystical tradition of contemplative withdrawal which was 
at odds with the prophetic tradition of passionate struggle and involve- 
ment with the evils of earthly existence. Plotinus was not a Christian; but 
the shadow-world of Plotinus too long dominated the Christian mind. 

5: The Apotheosis of Suffering 

Two hundred years of intermixture and fusion profoundly altered the 
shape of Christianity and the super-ego of the Christian man: it created 
a Church under whose altars many other dead, and not-so-dead, Gods 
were buried. Organized Christianity proved as a creed to have a power 
of digestion that Rome, precisely because of its tolerance and skepticism 
and greedy receptivity, had long lacked. And the difference lay in this: 
Rome merely accumulated the detached fragments of other cultures and 
put them side by side in its mental Pantheon, whilst Christianity in the 
process of its growth, slowly assimilated them and manufactured muscle 
and bone and organs for its own body. If none of the pagan beliefs could 
enter Christianity without undergoing a change, none could seem alto- 
gether foreign and unfamiliar within the walls of the new Church. In a 
crumbling society, the very rigidity of the Church’s dogmas, the very 
exclusiveness, indeed the fierce intolerance, of its claims, were as solid 
land to the queasy, shipwrecked souls who had too long been tossed 
about on the boundless waters: their own timbers were too shaky to per- 
mit them to question the Church’s rigidity. 

The vision of Jesus was one of health, life, renewal. But the religion 
that grew up about his person and sought to fulfill his mission fell into 
the cracks of a disintegrating society; and those who were most attracted 
to the creed were those who had no health in them, and who found in the 
afflictions, the ignominies, and the living sacrifice of Jesus a sympathetic 
image, shared by their very God, of their own tribulations. From the 
massacre of the innocents to the Crucifixion, the outer details of the Chris- 
tian story centered on sunenng and death. Instead of keeping this part 
of life in true perspective, the Fathers of the Church, themselves harried, 
persecuted, martyred, dwelt on these terrible experiences as if they were 
typical of human life at its best no less than its worst. “We glory in our 
tribulations also:” said Paul, “knowing that tribulations worketh pa- 
tience; and patience experience; and experience hope: and hope maketh 
not ashamed.” 
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In short, the Christian did not wait for death to come to him: he went 
forth to meet it. By self-deprivation and martyrdom, he deliberately ac- 
cepted death as a present element in his life, and built his own values 
out of these very negations. Thus death ceased to be a shocking accident 
that cut short one’s natural joys: it became, like Jesus’s own death, a 
matter of willing choice; and to the extent that it was chosen, accepted, 
willed, it could no longer undermine the Christian’s existence, for those 
who killed his body could not claim his soul. By this attitude, the Chris- 
tian recovered the initiative for life: he led the counter-attack. 

In their emphasis on life’s evils, the Christians compensated, indeed 
overcompensated, for the dominant effort of the pagan world to drown 
its sense of despair in aimless sensualities and hollow distractions. But 
the Christian’s own consciousness was infected by the very decay against 
which it protested. A good part of the ancient world was suffering from 
an overwhelming and unevadable anxiety: fear of the future, fear of 
death, fear of loss and alienation, had begun to haunt even apparently 
healthy souls from top to bottom in this society: the favored classes no 
less than the slaves — might they not, by a fickle turn of Fortune’s wheel, 
become slaves? 

This corrosive fear of life, this constant sense of insecurity, was pos- 
sibly passed on in subtle ways by the servile classes to their masters: 
subjective emanations conveyed by glances and gestures could not be 
concealed or altogether overlooked. A growing sense of guilt on the part 
of the exploiters would only increase their anxiety as to the future. So 
corrupted were the pleasures and duties of life that Gregory of NyssA 
even held up the normal mischances of parenthood as an argument against 
having children: for might they not sicken and die and bring unbearable 
grief? 

By giving to suffering a noble role in man’s life, the Christian Church 
confirmed these anxieties and yet comforted the anxious: their trials 
were not unique, but were rather the universal lot, rationalized by man’s 
original sin and redeemed by the historic sacrifice of the Son of God. 
By anticipating an eternity of bliss, provided he redirected his energies 
and transformed his aspirations, the Christian could face the worst. Were 
not his sufferings indeed a sort of otherworldly life-insurance,' payable 
at death? Could death then come too soon? “There flourishes within us,” 
exclaimed Cyprian in the third century, “the strength of hope and the 
firmness of faith. Among these very ruins of a decaying world our soul 
is lifted up and our courage unshaken.” The ruins and decay were a con- 
firmation, rather than a denial, of the Christian ideology. 

Out of every disability and misfortune, the Christians found a new 
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source of strength: their joyous resolution, revealed in hymns, chants, 
prayers, convinced and converted many pagans: surely that joy had some 
foundation? Not merely were the Christians drawn together into more 
compact bodies by persecution, which lopt off the faint-hearted and the 
unpersuaded, and encased in iron the souls of the steadfast: not merely 
did they thus acquire the discipline they needed to show eventually a 
united front against the pagan world. But in addition the great dogmatic 
decisions of the Church established a central orthodoxy. A succession of 
Councils, beginning with that of Nicaea in 325, disposed of a series of 
heretical doctrines. By their acceptance of these decisions the Christians 
learned to sacrifice individual preferences to group needs, and to estab- 
lish a line of continuity in thought and policy which guaranteed their 
political survival. In a disintegrating world, heresy becomes a political 
crime; and schism becomes the greatest of sins because it disperses the 
energy needed for renewal. 

If Rome had shown itself capable of any such sacrifices, any such con- 
centrated purpose and direction, a far larger part of the goods of classic 
civilization could have been carried forward into a new order: perhaps 
a major renascence of classic civilization would have taken place. But 
Rome was politely neutral on questions that demanded passionate adhe- 
sion or a strong intellectual counter-attack: it was bored or blandly 
amused by the Christian claims, at a moment when it should have been 
prompted by them into a ruthless appraisal of its own weaknesses. One 
may today easily criticize the Christian Church, as the Romans did, be- 
sause of the superstitions and obscurities that clung like burrs to the 
cleansed garments of faith. But the Christian had a vital sense of integ- 
rity: he knew that cohesion and continuity were needed for survival, as 
nothing else was. In this weakened society, the fact of agreement was 
more important than the dogma that might be agreed upon. The vital lies 
of the Christian’s creed were a better answer to the desperate and the 
disheartened than the numb truths of the pagan philosophers. Faith was 
needed now: faith in the incredible and the impossible: such a faith as 
men need on a sinking ship. Nothing less than faith would enable the 
survivors of this world to go on. 

Until Rome’s military power came to the aid of the lowly Son of Man, 
Christianity itself remained a heresy in a world choked with new creeds 
and claims. Long after Constantine’s Edict of Toleration in 313 A.D., long 
after Christianity had been made the official religion of the Roman Em- 
pire, other religions and philosophies remained in open competition: 
was not Augustine himself a Manichee until he reached the age of thirty? 
Teaching, example, self-discipline, and local self-government did not 
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alone give the Christian Church an unchallengable place: the final act 
to ensure its survival was the seizure of the power of the State and the 
banning of other cults. By utilizing the mechanism of the State, the 
Church lived through the ruin of the State: lived to tell the tale. That 
act betrayed the spirit of Jesus and established the reign of Christ — yet 
without it, the very name of Jesus might today be as dim and meaningless 
as that of Mani, and no part of his vision might have survived. 

As the Church became conscious of itself as an independent organiza- 
tion, an ecclesiastical polity, with a bureaucracy, a central executive, 
graded ranks, dignitaries, a system of universal taxation, well+defined 
jurisdictions, powers, privileges, it tended to take over the tyrannical 
powers of the empire itself: presently, the day of Congregationalism was 
over. On matters of theology alone Rome remained, down to the Council 
of Trent, relatively humble. Heresy repeatedly carried with it, even be- 
fore Rome took a commanding position, some assertion of local political 
freedom, home rule or nationalist self-assertion: the theological depar- 
ture partly rationalized a political motive, from Priscillian to Luther. 

Four centuries were needed for this entire transformation. By the time 
Augustine appeared, the structure was almost finished : only the temporal 
scaffolding of secular authority waited to be removed. This happened 
none too soon. As Augustine lay dying in Hippo, the Vandals were al- 
ready fighting at the gates of his city; and, as a contemporary observer 
remarked, the screams of those dying in battle were mingled with the 
shouts of the undisturbed crowd in the arena. All the disorders that 
Cyprian had enlarged on in his address to Demetrianus had now becomfe 
unevadable realities: society was in retreat, and in anticipating the worst 
long before, the Christians had achieved a power to face the worst when 
it finally came. Only those capable of renunciation and sacrifice could 
take a positive attitude toward what the future held. Only undivided 
men, at one with themselves and their God, could carry such heavy 
burdens. 

6: From Personality to Community 

As revealed in the Gospels, Christianity stands for a simplification of 
life: almost for a complete unraveling of the whole web of social rela- 
tions. I have tried to show the social need for this radical re-affirmation 
of the person. When a society is hopelessly corrupt and incapable of re- 
forming its institutions, it is the individual who must first be saved: saved 
by escaping the meshes of his society and becoming part of a new com- 
munity in which his life-needs are respected and satisfied. 

But the community that is so formed does not exist in a platonic 
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heaven: through the processes of growth and change it becomes subject 
to the same temptations, the same corruptions, as those against which it 
revolted. From the standpoint of Jesus’s teachings, no small part of the 
history of the Christian Church was a story of compromise and subter- 
fuge, of misinteapretation and misdirection: a feast for the cynical, in 
all its impurity. But is pure Christianity possible? Let us have the cour- 
age to question the very notion of ideological purity in the development 
of any human institution. 

Only at the moment of formulation is an idea its very self: then it 
has the clarity of a Platonic form, the property of one illumined mind: 
a metaphysical and logical whole. But to survive, the idea must adapt 
itself to an impure medium, the medium of life: otherwise it is doomed 
to sterility. If it imparts form to new institutions, it will also in turn be 
deformed by existing institutions which are still strong: so the abso- 
lutism of the Czars, the ruthlessness of Ivan the Terrible, the stubborn 
zeal of Peter the Great, and the tedious obstructionism of a graded im- 
perial bureaucracy all entered into the Soviet revolution and modified 
the original ideas of Marx and Lenin: modified them, but also enabled 
them, in a different fashion, to survive. Those who expected to see Utopia 
in Russia were disappointed; but those who expected to see Czarism and 
capitalism return were also disappointed. 

People who do not understand the nature of this process tend either to 
despise ideas, because they cannot recognize their presence and their 
functioning in the institution affected by them, or they despise the mun- 
dane world, because in the process of vulgarizing an idea it inevitably 
warps it. The first was the mistake of Spengler and those who like to call 
themselves realists in politics: the second is the error of ideologues, who 
cannot bear to look their idea in the face once it has been toughened and 
tarnished by contact with the actual world. But the materialist and the 
idealist are polar figures: they stand at opposite ends of the historic 
process and are united by it. Ideas do not become formative till they strike 
root in society: until, as we say in English, they “materialize.” That ma- 
terialization is inevitably both a betrayal and a fulfillment. 

Religions are never simply the expression of disembodied ideas: they 
require the aid of men, who must be sheltered and fed, and they work 
through human figures, images, symbols, buildings, which require an 
ever more elaborate material apparatus to express their growing com- 
plexity and exhaustiveness. Vital knowledge can never be fully covered 
in words: to know the doctrine one must live the life, and to live the life 
one must create a background, with fixtures, furniture, properties, that 
will enhance every act and meaning. The Christian super-ego was esthetic 
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as well as moral: it affected costume and legal codes as well as moral 
choices. Through all these agents and processes, the original seed-idea 
became modified and brought forth unexpected fruit: bitter fruit and 
sweet fruit, rusted fruit and bright. Who that heard the Sermon on the 
Mount could have predicted the pious cruelty of the Inquisition — or the 
glories of the Cathedral of Chartres? 

In this whole socializing process there lies a snare. Jesus himself was 
perhaps the first in the Western World to be fully conscious of it, though 
again Lao-tse in China anticipated him. To survive in a community an 
idea must, I have said, rely upon the external supports of new habits, dis- 
ciplines, laws, buildings: it must take shape in domestic relations and 
political organizations. The cross reminds the believer of Christ’s; cosmic 
agony; the Eucharist recalls a sacred fellowship; the dark interior of 
the new Syrian or Romanesque Churches gives a spatial expression to the 
Christian feeling of withdrawnness, unity, inward concentration. Not until 
all these expressions are achieved, does the Christian community become 
a reality. But there is a drawback: all these envelopments of the idea tend 
more and more to conceal the original kernel: the outer form displaces 
the inner conviction. 

Therefore, if the original idea that has been incorporated and embodied 
in the community’s life is itself to remain alive, there must be a perpetual 
going back to its original sources, and an equal capacity to anticipate and 
formulate new experiences which will enable further growth to take place. 
The first step is relatively easier than the second. Hence every attempt to 
throw off the corruptions of the Christian Church, from Manicheeism to 
Quakerism, goes back to the New Testament and attempts to re-establish 
the purity of the original inspiration: to touch Jesus without accepting 
all the intermediary steps of social organization. In the beginning is the 
word; and next to it comes the personality that lived the word and demon- 
strated its total meaning. Without a perpetual recovery of Jesus, in later 
terms, by a Paul, an Augustine, a Bernard, a Francis, a Loyola, a Calvin, 
a Fox, a Grundtvig, a Canon Barnett, a van Gogh, the truth of the original 
incarnation would have been lost. Each of these figures was less than 
Jesus; yet by his response to new stimuli, new pressures, new challenges, 
he reformulated the truths of Christianity in a manner that re-opened a 
path to the future. 

Let us sum up this hard truth. Every formative idea, in the act of pro- 
longing its existence, tends to kill the original living spirit that brought 
it forth. And yet, without undergoing this transformation and extension, 
the idea would have remained inoperative and self-enclosed. In this per- 
petual tension between the life-forming impulses within the self, which 
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are the source of creative social developments, and the fulfillment of the 
idea in life and practice, in the processes of community, lies the very 
kernel of history. Both processes are necessary, and both harbor danger. 

Materialization and etherealization are the inhalation and exhalation of 
the same breath: ^vhen there is social health, both processes are rhythmi- 
cally at work. All our material activities become significant for life only 
if they take form in the mind as an independent reality: in that act of 
taking form, they shrink to the outer senses and expand in the world of 
meaning: they may even, as Arnold Toynbee points out in his discussion 
of etherealization, become actually smaller in bulk and more refined in 
their operation. Similarly, our ideal activities matter because, in their 
ultimate issue, they touch every process of life and condition even our 
animal existence, our very health and efficiency. 

All this bears on our immediate argument. One cannot criticize the 
Christian Church because it did not retain the primitive purity of the 
original brotherhood, any more than one can criticize an adolescent for 
not retaining the features of a baby: once bom into the world an idea has 
an independent life, apart from the hopes and intentions of the parent. 
By the same token, one cannot reproach Jesus for not having devised the 
monastic community or for not having drawn up a detailed code of Chris- 
tian law. The Church was not a foreign excrescence any more than Jesus 
himself, in relation to the Church, was a supernumerary. These obser- 
vations have a wider province than the history of Christianity. 

•7: What is a Christian? 

The naive answer to the question, What is a Christian? is that he is a 
person who follows Jesus Christ in the spirit. But it was much easier to 
follow him in the well-worn rut of the mystery religions; “If thou shalt 
confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus,” says Paul in his Epistle to the 
Romans, “and shalt believe in thine heart that God has raised him from 
the dead, thou shalt be saved.” For those incapable of understanding 
Christ’s life, his death offered the simpler, if more superstitious, approach. 

Around the beginning of the fourth century the formal answer was 
worked out, first in the Nicene creed (325) and then in the Athanasian 
creed, which reconciled the views of Alexandria and Rome. In these terms, 
a Christian was one who believed in the historic myth of the annunciation, 
the passion, the resurrection, and the last judgment: one who was received 
into a body of the faithful by the rite of baptism, and was from time to 
time confirmed in fellowship by the rite of communion: partaking o 
bread and wine as the symbol of the body and blood of Christ. Porphyry, 
a vegetarian, was horrified at this doctrine; but he could hardly know, 
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as modem anthropological studies explain, that it was the survival of 
more primitive ceremonies in which the representative of the god was 
actually eaten, in order to partake of his divinity and his strength. Such 
mysteries, carrying man back to buried parts of his past, have a power 
perhaps to evoke latent elements that still swim, like Blind eyeless fish, 
in the deepest waters of the unconscious. 

But Christianity was not merely a formal belief: it was a rigid way of 
life, marked by none of the mobile sallies and freedoms that Jesus had 
shown. To be a Christian was to place before all the positive goods of the 
classic order a negative sign. 

The Christian way of life involved a retreat from the world and a per- 
petual humiliation of the body. Jesus’s organic affirmations were turned 
by Paul into a dualistic principle of denial, which abased the body and 
glorified the spirit: and Paul, not Jesus, became the model Christian. 
First of all, the body must be covered up. The easy indiscriminate naked- 
ness of the public baths was a constant menace to the faithful, according 
to one Father of the Church after the other. To reduce sexual desire, the 
avenues of visual excitement must be closed by decent dress and habits 
of personal privacy. If the Pope still from time to time issues exordiums 
on the subject of womanly modesty in dress, he is only carrying on one 
of the most ancient traditions of the Church. Other incitements to lust 
must also be lessened: women must refrain from rouging, painting, per- 
fuming, coloring blue pouches under their eyes to make it seem that they 
had enjoyed a passionate night with their lovers. Even in the fifth century 
the campaign against the feminine coquetry of cosmetics continued. 

Fasting was another means of subduing the flesh. While there were 
pagan philosophers like Seneca and Plotinus who advocated it, fasting 
became a duty for the Christian. Abstinence in eating and drinking made 
the path to heaven smoother. The hermits of Alexandria, who lived on 
pulse and water, only carried to extreme the duty of all devout Christians. 
Naturally, sexual abstention was considered all-important. Continence be- 
came a supreme virtue, and virginity passed for the ideal state; indeed, 
in the first zeal of his conversion, Tertullian even tried to prove that mar- 
riage itself is little better than outright fornication. The married, Paul 
said, strive to please each other; whereas the solitary individual seeks to 
serve God; but he grudgingly admitted that it was better to marry than 
to bum, without perhaps seeing to what a low state he thereby consigned 
marriage. 

Finally, the Christian is one who escapes from the dominion of time: 
eternity lies before him. If he exhibits a power to endure evil that would 
drive a pagan to suicide, it is partly because he has already committed 
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suicide in slow degrees by cutting himself off from the world and by 
focusing all his thoughts on eternity. Long-sufferingness, patience, endur- 
ance of evil became the true mark of the Christian; and no one can say 
that a more fitting psychological adaptation could have been made to the 
world he confronted. That which cannot be cured must be endured, says 
an old proverb; and the Christian found the world about him incurable. 
What would require centuries of strenuous effort to reform in society, 
could be corrected overnight within the soul of the convert. “Accept,” 
says Cyprian, “what is felt before it is spoken, what has not been accumu- 
lated with tardy painstaking during the lapse of years, but has been in- 
haled by the breath of ripening grace.” That change marked the Christian: 
inner control became a substitute for outer direction. 

Within the Church, then, the Christian worked out a new drama: prep- 
aration for death as the essential way of life. Socrates had said that this 
was the task of the philosopher: now it became the practice of all Chris- 
tian believers. Christ’s life became in the new eschatology a symbolic 
pageant of Death, centering more and more on the Road to Calvary, on 
the Crucifixion, and on the Resurrection. “Even in peace,” Tertullian 
pointed out, “soldiers inure themselves to war by toils and inconveniences. 
... In like manner, 0 blessed, count whatever is hard in this life of 
yours as a discipline of your power of mind and body.” So the Christian 
was most at home by the sickbed and in the prison. “Evil, pain, and 
death,” according to Lactantius, “earn one the reward of immortality.” 

In this process, the Christian Church itself replaced the promised King- 
dom of the Lord. As Troeltsch remarks, “Even in the Apostolic Age, the 
idea of the Kingdom of God became merged with that of the Church, 
and the idea of the coming of the Kingdom was replaced by the exaltation 
of the Church. . . . Otherwise the Kingdom of God was replaced by 
‘eschatology,’ Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory, immortality and the future 
life, a contrast with the teaching of the gospel, which is of the highest 
significance. But even the ‘final end’ was deferred, until at last the Thou- 
sand Year Reign of Christ wns applied to the Church.” 

We may now answer our original question. The Christian is a person 
who rejects the usages of a dying society, and finds a new life for him- 
self in the Church. He overcomes the local forces of dissociation and dis- 
integration by attaching himself to a universal society. He builds his life 
around the themes of rejection and succorance; and he balances all his 
temporal difficulties against the hope of a divine justice that will punish 
his oppressors and give him a share in eternal glories. When Christianity 
came to be defined in these terms, it should have been apparent that Jesus 
of Nazareth was the first heretic. 



CHAPTER III. 


THE STRATEGY OF RETREAT 


1: Paganism at the Crossroads 

Not easily did classic man accept the cleansing baptism of 'Chris- 
tianity. If the new creed attracted him by asking him to give up evils he 
had come to hate, it also demanded that he give up goods he still prop- 
erly valued. He could not bring himself to strip his life so bare. But it 
was these very possessions that kept Roman society from renewing itself — 
or rather, not the possessions as such, but the Roman’s inordinate love for 
them, his reluctance to part with any of them. 

Between the second and the sixth century a long debate went on within 
the Roman soul. The divided man, torn by social and personal conflicts, 
haunted by doubts and uncertainties, lost the energy that goes with unity. 
In the process of general disintegration, the various organs of society 
ceased to support each other and the over-all pattern of life became mean- 
ingless. Result: a breakdown in stable forms of behavior, with a defiance 
of law, an evasion of common morality, rising outbreaks of violence and 
criminality. Out of all this came a steady loss of communion: the different 
social groups no longer understood one another or trusted one another: 
class conflict was no longer held in check by any common underlying pur- 
poses. Finally, schism in the soul became manifest: a sick vacillating be- 
tween alternative beliefs and incompatible lines of conduct. 

All these sinister phenomena were the inevitable penalties of Rome’s 
failure of creativeness: a failure that carried back to Hellas itself. In 
time, even the hand lost its cunning and the tongue its skill: when the Arch 
of Constantine was built, there were not enough good stone carvers left to 
carry through the ornamentation, and the Arch of Trajan was pillaged of 
its figures to build into the “new” work. 

The point to note is that the victory of Christianity in the fourth century 
was not the submission of a minority of die-hard Romans to an over- 
whelming majority of Christians: it was rather the capitulation of a con- 
fused, self-distrustful, greedy, superstitious, defeatist majority to an 
organized minority that knew its own mind and shrank from no public 

76 



THE STRATEGY OF RETREAT 77 

effort and no private hardship in executing its will. The same spirit the 
Christians showed in establishing the Church might have enabled the 
Romans to save the State and renew the social order. But the upholders 
of classic culture knew only how to fight a delaying action: they were 
incapable of inventing the strategy for a new campaign. 

2: An Autumn Day in Ostia 

All the poignant conflicts between the old classic and the new Christian 
culture are summed up in a dialogue that seems to date from the third 
century A.D.: the Octavius of Minucius Felix. This is perhaps the most 
charming work in the whole library of Christian apologetics. The writer 
describes a long, acrimonious discussion that takes place, one autumn day, 
as he and his Christian friend, Octavius, and their pagan companion, 
Caecilius, walk along the Tiber from Rome to the seaport of Ostia. Minu- 
cius Felix evokes the atmosphere of that walk with such skill that the cen- 
turies fall away: one sees the gently rippling waves “smoothing the out- 
side sands,” the hulks of the boats lying about at low tide, and the figures 
of Roman boys, eagerly gesticulating.by the sea-shore, skipping shells over 
the water. But through the soft autumnal sunlight sounds the rasp of argu- 
ment: it begins when Octavius denounces Caecilius’s salute to the image 
of Serapis. 

For all his literary skill, Minucius is too earnest to keep the conversa- 
tion on the level of his descriptive prologue or to give it the smooth felicity 
of one of Lucian’s classic dialogues: this conversation is a series of fierce 
harangues, exhortations, sermons: neither side pulls his punches or seeks 
merely to parry the other’s blows. On the contrary: Caecilius is as didac- 
tic as Octavius and as hot in his replies: the Christians have gotten under 
his skin, and he has the educated Roman’s snobbish pain over the fact 
that “certain persons — and these unskilled in learning, strangers to litera- 
ture, without knowledge even of sordid arts — should dare to determine 
on any certainty concerning nature at large, and the majesty, on which 
so many of the multitudes of sects in all ages have disputed and philos- 
ophy itself deliberates still. . . . Things which are uncertain ought to be 
left as they are.” 

“Where,” demands Caecilius, “is that God who is able to help you 
when you come to life again, since he cannot help you while you are in 
this life? Do not the Romans without any help from your God, govern, 
reign, have the enjoyment of the whole world, and have dominion oyer 
you? But you, in the meantime, in suspense and anxiety, are abstaining 
from respectable enjoyments. You do not visit exhibitions; you have no 
concern with public plays; you reject the public banquets; and abhor the 
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sacred contests. . . . Thus you stand in dread of the gods whom you 
deny. You do not wreath your heads with flowers; you do not grace your 
bodies with odors; you reserve unguents for funeral rites; you even re- 
fuse garlands to your sepulchers. . . . Thus, wretched as you are, you 
neither rise again, nor do you live in the meanwhile. Therefore, if you 
have any wisdom or modesty, cease from prying into the regions of the 
sky and the destiny and secrets of the world : it is sufficient to look before 
your feet, especially for the untaught, uncultivated, boorish, rustic people: 
they, who have no capacity for understanding civil matters, are much 
more denied the ability to discuss the divine.” 

Octavius of course replies in kind: he explores every weakness of the 
pagan philosophy and exhibits an unyielding confidence, which is almost 
insolence, and certainly pride, in the Christian certitudes. This dialogue 
surely sums up the substance of a thousand conversations between hus- 
band and wife, between teacher and pupil, between master and slave, be- 
tween friend and friend during the whole painful period of transition. 
Finally, Octavius even denounces Socrates as an Athenian buffoon, who 
confessed that he knew nothing. His contempt for the philosophers is un- 
bounded. Let “all the multitude of Academic philosophers deliberate; 
let Simonides also forever put off the decision of his opinion. We despise 
the bent brows of the philosophers, whom we know to be corrupters and 
adulterers and tyrants, and ever eloquent against their own vices. We who 
bear wisdom, not in our dress but in our mind, we do not speak great 
things but we live them ; we boast we have attained what they sought with 
the utmost eagerness and have not been able to find.” 

By any intellectual criterion, Caecilius has the better of the argument; 
for if Roman polytheism had reached the last limits of petrified absurdity, 
Christian apologetics, which argued glibly on matters where Aristotle and 
Plato had arrived at sounder judgments, was often bumptiously self-confi- 
dent, and proud of its very limitations. Not until Thomas Aquinas did 
theology generously acknowledge the wisdom of pre-Christian philosophy 
or accept its help in ironing out insoluble contradictions and in disposing 
of superstitious relics. But despite Caecilius’s intelligence and dialectic 
skill, he is finally vanquished: the points at issue could not be decided 
by reference solely to intellectual values; and in actual life, Octavius 
holds the moral advantage. Suddenly, Caecilius’s boasts begin to ring 
hollow in his own ears: it is the past he is praising, not the indefensible, 
unpraiseworthy present. With a suddenness that parallels Paul’s conver- 
sion, Caecilius’s defenses crumble and he becomes a glad convert to Chris- 
tianity. This is not just a literary happy ending: it symbolizes an actual 
transformation. 
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This abrupt flight from reason to faith, from an overladen past to a 
pinched and threadbare future, took place in every quarter of society. 
“Saying good-by to Roman pride and Attic pedantry,” Tatian defiantly 
announced, “I laid hold of our barbarian philosophy.” Logic and pru- 
dence might be against the Christian’s argument; but somehow life was 
on his side. No other creed was humble enough to lay its foundations 
among the buried hopes, fears, and desires of the masses; no other creed 
was willing to give the poor and the humble a parity with the rich and the 
wise and the proud. Christianity tunneled underground to a region where 
faith, not reason, where hope, not scientific demonstration, were estab- 
lished: in the catacombs of the personality it not only buried the dead 
but assembled the living. Christian faith prevailed, not because the Chris- 
tians had better reason than the pagans to hope for a renewed world, but 
precisely because their unbounded hopes defied reason. As Paul had said, 
God chose “Things which are not, to bring to nought things that are.” 
Only those who believed in the impossible were prepared to carry on in 
this dying society. It was the realists who did not understand reality. 


3: “Sauve Qui Peut!” 

Toward the end of the fourth century a.d. the Roman world lay dying. 
Death was in the air: never more visible than when the old Roman fami- 
lies painfully pretended to keep alive their ancient ways, as though by 
rouging the face of a corpse they could bring it back to life. The letters 
that these families exchanged, their pious excursions into archaeology, 
tlfeir allusions to Cicero and even Plato, had become purely decorative: 
a senile grimace before a cracked mirror. Death was in the air, though 
the Column of Trajan still towered upward in the sunlight of the Forum 
and the crowds in the Hippodrome still roared with pleasure. 

The specters people fancied they witnessed with their eyes were only 
too real: they were the projections of their tortured souls. But those whose 
souls were dead still saw nothing, and therefore had no premonition o 


the terrible changes that were in store. 

Between Tertullian at the beginning of the third century an yprian 
scarcely more than a generation later, there had come a s arp c ange 
in the political climate. Tertullian still boasted of the increase of Kome s 
population and wealth; Cyprian asserted, on the contrary, that Rome was 
dying of iniquity and the disorders of old age. Events present y con rme 
the darker intuition. After all, a predatory economy cannot as ° rev * 
The very success of the Pax Romana actually cut own t ® 
slaves who came to market. Meanwhile the forests aroun e 
ranean and the Adriatic had been mined, because wood was use 
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on a large scale as well as for building: long ago George Perkins Marsh, 
in The Earth and Man, pointed out the effect of the ensuing soil erosion 
on classic agriculture. Swamps, no longer drained, formed a breeding 
ground for the mosquito, carrier of malaria. 

Overburdened by their debts, the independent farmers who had once 
made Rome great turned their bodies over to their creditors, or sought 
relief by serving as colonni or serfs on the big estates: they bartered free- 
dom for security. Desperate peasants, hopeless of getting a living off the 
soil, wandered around Gaul in the fourth century, Spain in the fifth cen- 
tury. Roman manorialism, brutal as ever, over-reached itself: S^lvianus 
mentions that many poor peasants preferred to migrate to the domains 
of a Gothic chief, rather than stay on those of a Roman proprietor: the 
outlander was more humane. 

The predatory economy of Rome no longer had either the self-confi- 
dence or the discipline to extend its conquests. Parasitism had continued 
steadily to eat into the Roman vitals: the blind vulture could neither seize 
new prey nor remove the maggots that battened on its own body. The very 
people who profiled most from this culture were the first to evade its obli- 
gations: the patricians turned over to the conquered peoples the task of 
guarding the Empire; and their private affairs, particularly their private 
amusements, engrossed them more than their public duties. In an attempt 
to maintain some sort of order and public discipline, the late Empire fell 
back on the hereditary principle: every son must follow the calling of his 
father: no man might desert his hereditary post. All in vain; the very class 
that promoted these laws was the worst offender against them. ' 

As early as the third century the new barbarian incursions had pro- 
duced a marked effect on the character of the towns. In the days of the 
Pax Romana they were built in the open, without the protection of walls, 
except perhaps in the border districts. Now they were surrounded by ram- 
parts; each town became a fortress, capable of isolated self-defense even 
if the army failed them. When the population crowded in for protection, 
space was lacking and overbuilding took place.' Up to this time the aris- 
tocracy had enjoyed both their urban homes and their rural villas. Now 
the patricians retreated permanently to the country. When Arcadius, in 
396, sought to forbid “the impious exodus to the country” he was talking 
to the empty air. The exodus had taken place. Eventually the cities began 
to suffer from depopulation; and one of the first signs of this, on the testi- 
mony of Libanius, was the cutting down of the salaries of professors at 
the municipal universities. 

As life worsened, people deserted their posts and slipped out of their 
remaining duties: every man for himself: Same qui pent! In the years 
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between 396 and 412, Honorius issued nine edicts on desertion and con- 
cealment of deserters from the army, according to Dill. Even the guilds 
that supplied food to Rome tried to escape their hereditary tasks. Every- 
one aimed at security: no one accepted responsibility. 

Mark the fact«that there was at first no lapse in technical facilities. 
The great engineering works were of a stable nature, with small need for 
repair and replacement; indeed, there were large-scale expenditures for 
public works in the fourth century, and the visible show of temples, baths, 
municipal universities, and monuments was never grander than in the 
early period of the decline. Even the Roman state postal organization, 
according to Dopsch, was still operating in the Kingdom of Toulouse as 
late as the seventh century. What was plainly lacking, long before the 
barbarian invasions had done their work, long before economic disloca- 
tions became serious, was an inner go. Rome’s life was now an imitation 


of life: a mere holding on. Security was the watchword — as if life knew 
any other stability than through constant change, or any form of security 
except through a constant willingness to take risks. 

In the face of this steady deterioration and regression, the Roman’s be- 
lief in the “Roman way of life,” the optimism of the self-centered upper 
classes, remained incorrigible. There would always be a Rome and the 
patricians would always be on top. So they said and so they thought. 
Rutilius Namatianus, who had witnessed the sack of Rome in 410, ob- 
served that the disaster might have been worse; at all events, the Empire 
would recover. Orosius, a contemporary Christian apologist, was no less 
satiguine: were not the plundering Goths after all fellow Christians? 
Indeed, the rumor that the barbarians had spared Christians in Rome 
accounted for a large-scale conversion of the indifferent to Christianity. 

Meanwhile, at short intervals, the old landmarks fell. The blows of t e 
barbarian conquerors only hastened the inner decay. The last Olympic 
Games — first instituted in 776 B.C. — were held in 394 a.d. Soon a ter 
the Flavian amphitheater in Rome was closed to gladiatorial combats. 
Water ceased to flow in the baths of Caracalla after 537; and the last 
cartload of wood for heating the water had made its way into e city 
many years before. Even in the Eastern Empire, where t e ossi iza ion 
of Graeco-Roman culture checked for almost a thousan 5® ars * ® 
processes of decay, the School of Athens was closed in an e re 
maining philosophers were driven to Persia. One by one e o ° as 
lamps went out; one by one the new tapers of the Churc were *8 ' 

Naturally, a pinched, day-to-day existence continued. Patches 
old culture still survived in Gaul or the toe of Ita y or many ® 

In the country manors there were even signs that mig t e a e 



82 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 


genuine revival: Venantius Fortunatus, describing the smoke of villas 
arising among the pine woods and the olives, observed that, as in the cen- 
tury before, the great lords were restoring their country estates with new 
baths, stately porticoes, and fountains. 

Four centuries of political tyranny, military negligence, economic ra- 
pine and helpless ideological dissolution, had preceded the symbolic 
Fall of Rome: four centuries more were necessary before its institu- 
tions had definitely changed their sign. These were not the dark but the 
dwindling ages. The scattered fragments of the Western Empire were like 
a needy genteel family trying to live on its capital. No mattef how it 
scrimps, every year finds it poorer. \ 

In Byzantium, the old life held its own in a fantastic combinatipn with 
the new Christian forms. One can tell from the sensual melancholy of 
the faces in the Byzantine mosaics that one is witnessing an exquisite cor- 
ruption in which extreme sophistication blends with extreme naivete. But 
the great Code of Justinian and the Greek Anthology were the monuments 
of a non-renewing creativity. For the life of man, the continuation of the 
Eastern Empire proved less rewarding than the disruption of the Western 
Empire. 

In Arabia, the Judaeo-Hellenistic-Syriac culture escaped the perils of 
retreat and fossilization: indeed in the seventh century it underwent a 
sudden renascence. The formative ideas of Magian culture, incarnated in 
Mahomet, made available fresh energies in art, politics, and thought: 
proof that the actual Christian avenue of escape was not the only exit 
available from this dying society. At first, the religion of Islam seemfed 
so similar to the Christian that many contemporaries regarded it merely 
as a new heresy: it was here that the composite world culture of the earlier 
epoch finally took positive form. If one judged the relative merits of 
Islamism and Christianity solely by their immediate political and cul- 
tural results, it should be plain that Islam proved far more effective in 
saving and re-invigorating this corrupt society than did Christianity. But 
in the long run, the Christian idolum covered a larger area of human life. 

4: The Mood of Withdrawal 

By the fifth century, life had become a swamp; through its oozy bottom 
a few springs gurgled into the mud. Christianity dammed the outlets and 
created a lake: the water no longer flowed but it deepened. In time, the 
reservoir rose sufficiently to create a head at the dam, which could be 
used for power and irrigation. 

Some such figure was not indeed remote from Christian minds. “We 
often see water,” observed Gregory of Nyssa, “contained in a pipe, burst- 
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ing upwards through this constraining force, which will not let it leak, 
and this in spite of its natural gravitation: in the same way the mind of 
man, enclosed in the compact channel of an habitual continence, and not 
having any side issues, will be raised by virtue of its natural powers of 
motion to an exalted love.” Not having any side issues: there lay the 
secret. In this restraint, in this concentration of purpose, lay the motive 
power eventually for a new life. We have now to watch the cleansing 
waters at work, pouring through the Augean stable of classic civilization. 

This transformation is most compactly symbolized by the life of 
Paulinus of Nola, a Roman born to the patriciate, possessing immense 
wealth, a senator and a cultivated poet, a governor of a province and 
Consul before he was thirty. Such a man inherited all that the surviving 
classic world could olfer anyone. Suddenly he disappeared, and his 
friends’ anxious letters to him remained unanswered. After four years of 
silence he at length replied to the entreaties of his old friend, Ausonius, 
the Bordeaux professor and poet. The letter came from Spain; but the 
voice it carried rose from the grave. Rome was already dead for Paulinus, 
as it was presently to become for the world. In his monastic refuge in 
Spain, Paulinus had found a different light, a higher glory: the light of 
eternity, the glory of God. Living on scanty fare, serving as parish priest, 
Paulinus devoted his great fortune to ransoming prisoners. When his for- 
tune was gone, he sold himself into slavery to ransom a widow’s son. 

In that story, a whole epoch is reduced to a lifetime. There is only one 
way now to breast the incoming tide of misfortune, and that is to dive 
into the threatening wave before it breaks. In this mood, patricians be- 
came Christians and Christians became hermits and monks. We can wit- 
ness the general transformation of life in two great Fathers of the Church: 
Jerome and Augustine: the older man, the translator of the Bible into 
Latin, the younger one, a diligent and voluminous author, known best for 
his Confessions and for The City of God. Augustine’s personality left 
an impression on the Christian mind second only to Paul’s; and be- 
cause of the nature of his times and his personal crisis, he left behind a 
turbid sediment in both dogma and conduct: predestination and puritan- 
ism both acquired from Augustine a special impetus. 

5: The City of God 

Augustine, a son of Numidia, was born in Tagaste: his mother, Monica, 
a Christian, his father a pagan. Like any other North African boy in the 
second half of the fourth century, he grew up in a world that was nom- 
inally Christian, but in which Christianity was still under a pagan sign, 
molded by the civilization it despised and opposed, every move on the 
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chessboard determined by its opponent’s original gambit. When Augustine 
came to write his Confessions, he was shocked by the paganism of his 
boyhood: he recalled his father’s easygoing attitude toward the human 
body and remembered with disapproval the older man’s delight that day 
at the Baths when he first noticed the new growth of hair .about the adoles- 
cent’s genitals. Even in Rome girls married at fourteen at this period; 
and in the sultry atmosphere of an African town, sexual passion and 
carnal knowledge had every opportunity. Augustine’s body ripened early; 
and despite his balkiness over learning Greek, his mind quickly followed. 

In Augustine’s works one still feels the tempered edge of almost a 
thousand years of Greek dialectic. But classic learning had now ceased 
to be organic and vivid: all its original perceptions had become dim, 
embellished with glosses that made it even dimmer. After Augustine be- 
came a lecturer and a teacher of rhetoric, he reached the high point in 
his secular career when he was called upon, in Milan, to deliver a public 
eulogy of the reigning emperor. Once an honest piece of Latin eloquence, 
in celebration of the great deeds of great men, the oration had now be- 
come as hollow as anything else in the Empire: Augustine’s fulsome words 
sang the praises of a mere boy, a nincompoop, who had done nothing. 
On reflection, the clever young professor became nauseated over his self- 
betrayal. 

Intellectual curiosity drew Augustine toward Manicheeism: perhaps its 
flagrant metaphysical dualism made it specially attractive to a young man 
whose mind flew to the ethereal realms of the neoplatonists while his body 
still inconveniently hankered after the flesh. Even when he had become 
a full-fledged Christian, Augustine continued, on his own sad admission, 
to be haunted in his dreams by unchaste delights. But Augustine was too 
healthy ever to share bat-eyed Plotinus’s contempt for physical needs; and 
no one could have expressed himself in the hot, vibrant words that Augus- 
tine used to address God in his Confessions, who had not known the 
yearning, the madness, the ecstasy of full-blown sexual love. Augustine’s 
whole theology bears the visible scars of his battles with himself: he was 
no Paul. And the vein of morbid over-scrupulousness which Augustine 
reinforced in Christianity had its origin in his own self -chastisement: he 
never dared relax his grip, nor could he sit at ease in the company of 
publicans and sinners. 

Augustine’s conversion to Christianity had devious personal roots: not 
merely did it answer all his spiritual demands, but it enabled him to re- 
gain his mother: by embracing Christianity he became fully restored to 
her own aching bosom. In turn, he transferred his mother-fixation to the 
Church. But his conversion, for all that, was an heroic step for a man to 



.THE STRATEGY OF RETREAT 85 

take at the height of his sexual and intellectual powers: it called for a 
double renunciation. His ruthlessness toward his mistress, who was mother 
of his children, reveals the force demanded by the conquest: this separa- 
tion was a black episode in his life which reveals both a lack of sympathy 
for her who had^shared his life and a lack of self-understanding. No 
wonder that the books Augustine wrote in late maturity still throb with 
his earlier passions: even in translation one cannot help feeling the vio- 
lence and tumult of his heart, pounding through the strong rhythms and 
transmuted into majestic rhetoric: the wild eye and the snorting nostril 
of the stallion in heat, on the other side of the fence that will forever 
separate him from his mare. Is it altogether an accident that evil, for 
Augustine, was no positive force, but a deprivation or absence of the 
good? 

As one might uncharitably anticipate in a believer who began his life 
as a heretic, Augustine became the arch-opponent of heresy: the Donatists, 
the Pelagians, above all the Manichees, his own original tribe, were to 
fall before his impetuous attacks. Much of what we know about the doc- 
trines of the Manichees comes from the treatise in which Augustine at- 
tacked them. From the end of the third century the Manichees stood forth 
as formidable rivals to the Christians. Their founder, Mani, accepted 
Christianity but considered Christ only a phantasm whose mission had 
been to proclaim the arrival of the real God, Mani himself: a Persian 
prophet who, daring too much, was finally executed. 

Mani carried Persian dualism to its logical conclusion: he separated 
heaven completely from the world and the soul completely from the body. 
Everything that belonged to the earth was by that fact evil. Hence, accord- 
ing to Alexander of Nycopolis, “because (they believe) it is the divine 
will and decree that matter should perish, they abstain from those things 
which have life and feed on vegetation and everything which is void of 
sense. They abstain also from marriage and the rites of Venus, and the 
procreation of children.” 

At every point, the Manichees outbid the Christians in their contempt 
for the world, the flesh, and the devil: their standards of purity, at least 
for the elect, were absolute ones, and their habits of observance seem to 
have been steadier. What little evidence remains gives us ground for 
believing that many Manichees actually practiced what the Christians 
preached. But this is not to justify Augustine’s original faith. For the 
Christians were saved by that part of their doctrine the Manichees most 
despised, the Old Testament, with its earthiness, dominated by a God 
whom the Manichees regarded as a devil. There was still enough of the 
organic Jewish vision left in Christianity for the most ascetic saint to 
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remember that the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof. So Chris- 
tianity remained on the side of natural existence: its Pauline rejection 
of the world was never complete, because through Jesus it had kept its 
connection, so to say, with the joyous House of David. When Augustine 
demonstrated that the sun, the very embodiment of light, was sometimes 
helpful to man and sometimes baneful, he triumphed over his Manicheean 
opponents by plain good sense: for he demonstrated that goodness and 
badness are not contrasting properties of the physical world, like light 
and dark, sky and earth, but become so by their relation to the human 
spirit. In itself, the body was not bad; in itself, the soul was not good: 
indeed, it might be devilish. \ 

Augustine’s theology had little of the mild epicene humanitarianism 
of Origen, who thought that all men would finally be saved: little of the 
intellectual hospitality of Clement of Alexandria. It was only by a steel 
bit that Augustine could control his own unbridled spirit; and he fash- 
ioned a similar bit to curb the laxer spirits in the Church. Not by accident 
did Augustine lead the fight against British Pelagius, who had declared 
it was possible for Christians to live without sin. Augustine had found 
life otherwise. Doubtless he was right; but only one who had been vio- 
lently prompted to pride and lust would have recognized it so easily in 
the “innocent” behavior of an infant who had scarcely left its mother’s 
breast. Augustine’s interpretation of childhood was a different one from 
Jesus’s: but Augustine was essentially, when one allows for differences 
of terminology, a forerunner of Freud — or to put it more correctly, Freud 
was an unwitting Augustinian. • 

For Augustine, man was a “rational soul with a mortal and earthly 
body in its service. Therefore he who loves his neighbor does good partly 
to the man’s body and partly to his soul. What benefits the body is called 
medicine; what benefits the soul, discipline. Medicine here includes every- 
thing that either preserves or restores bodily health. It includes, therefore, 
not only what belongs to the art of medical men, properly so-called, 
but also food and drink, clothing and shelter, and every means of cov- 
ering and protection to guard our bodies against injuries and mishaps 
from without as well as from within.” In this fine passage, Augustine ably 
translated the classic Greek doctrines into Christian terms. And from this 
time on medicine was destined to play an increasing part in the ministra- 
tions of the Christian Church: hospitals for long remained exclusively 
under its wing, and the merciful care of the sick, particularly those af- 
flicted with the most loathsome infections, like leprosy, remained one of 
the special acts of Christian zeal. The last great expansion of Christianity, 
fourteen hundred years later, came through Christian missionaries carry 
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ing medicine, surgery, hygiene into the jungles of Africa and the plague- 
ridden villages of the East. 

Apart from such ministrations, Augustine despised knowledge about 
the physical world; for, he said, it led its devotees to think only under 
material images and to have no belief but that which the bodily senses 
imposed: moreover they were puffed up over their little learning, and 
failed to acknowledge the fullness of the universe, known only to divine 
wisdom. The main task of the Christian, therefore, was not to deal with 
science, politics, the worldly life: his task was to prepare for citizenship 
in the City of God. 

Careless writers sometimes refer to The City of God as if it were a 
utopia; but in fact, this book is just the opposite: an attempt to establish 
the proposition that, for the Christian, there is no hope for salvation in 
the state or in temporal society, because of the inherent character of the 
human condition. Augustine dwells at length on the histories of Greece 
and Rome to confirm his renunciation of the polis and his interest in an 
otherworldly state. What is hurtful, imperfect, unattainable, must be re- 
jected if man is to find happiness; and all earthly things partake of these 
weaknesses, even the wisdom of the wise, which is lost by their death. 
Note Augustine’s emphasis: it tells much about the actual state of life. 
“The chief good . . . must be something which cannot be lost against 
the will. For no one can feel confident regarding a good which he knows 
can be taken from him, although he wishes to keep it and cherish it. . . . 
How can he be happy while in such fear of losing it?” (De Moribus 
Ecfclesiae Catholicae.) That which alone can be loved and possessed 
must be above all earthly corruption: perfect, immutable, all-embracing, 
in short — God, “absolute being, that which is.” To seek God is the only 
fair goal for an earthly life. Thus Augustine. 

By one mode of emphasis, Augustine’s doctrines would lead Chris- 
tianity toward a mysticism that had no need for the Church: a direct com- 
munion, a flashing encounter with deity, was possible for the truly chaste 
and regenerate soul. No intermediary could effect this grace of the Holy 
Spirit. That emphasis laid the groundwork for Luther. 

But if man will never by mere political measures achieve a City of God 
on earth, there nevertheless remains on earth an institution that claims 
to transcend the limits of earthly existence through the very condition of 
its foundation: the Christian Church itself. Not only does the Church’s his- 
tory connect it directly with God, but its sacred offices identify it with God: 
in the sacrament of the Mass the priest actually makes God manifest in 
the transubstantiation of the bread and wine; and the representatives of 
God, the clergy, become the visible hands of the invisible Superior whose 
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instructions they alone can properly interpret and carry out. That em- 
phasis leads to unqualified authoritarianism. It puts the highest officers 
of the Church beyond human criticism and human judgment. 

Pope and priest, bishop and saint, might be creatures liable to sin; but 
the Church, through its powers of absolution, was above sin: it possessed 
the keys to heaven. This was a dangerous doctrine to put into the hands 
of finite and fallible men. It still holds almost unlimited capacities for 
mischief. 

There is one passage in The City of God where Augustine distinguishes 
between the three possible kinds of life, the active, the contemplative and 
the mean between. In the spirit of the Greeks, Augustine insists on the 
mean: “One may not be so given to contemplation that he neglects the 
good of his neighbor; nor so far in love with action that he forgets divine 
speculation.” But it followed from his doctrine of the highest good that 
the contemplative life was, after all, the ultimate choice for man: how 
else could one behold God? Augustine contrasts the lot of Martha and 
Mary: the first clings to the present, the second to the future: the first to 
the laborious, the second to the quiet: the first to the troublous, the second 
to the happy: Martha to the temporal, Mary to the eternal. 

The future, the quiet, the happy, the eternal — these states had come to 
represent the highest condition of man. They were the final goals of human 
existence, for the sake of which people would gladly forfeit every other 
opening or opportunity. The past was a bucket of ashes; the present was 
the groan of a woman in travail bringing forth a dead baby. Augustine 
spoke of peace, repeatedly, as if it were an unconditioned and absolute 
good. In that error he recorded the exacerbated nerves of his generation 
and age. They wanted peace as a sick man driven frantic by the sound 
of a vacuum cleaner wants silence. 

In treating peace as an absolute, Augustine went back on his own better 
judgment. For in a healthier mood, he had described the world’s course 
as “like a fair poem, more gracious by antithetic figures”: a dim reflec- 
tion of Heraclitus’s philosophy. But by now strife had become intolerable 
and world-weariness had become universal. Peace, even at the expense 
of truth and justice, was the indispensable attribute of salvation and its 
greatest reward. Augustine sounded tbe final retreat. 

6: The Organization of Retreat 

The days of the early Christian martyrs and saints were over. Now the 
persecuted would become the persecutors: woe to the heretic! woe to the 
unbeliever! But meanwhile a new type of martyrdom appeared, self- 
inflicted, chosen so as to make the mood of withdrawal prevail. Already 
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the new life had carved a shape for itself at the edge of the Egyptian 
desert, beyond Thebes and Alexandria. Once man had demanded an Em- 
pire to give scope to his ambitions; now his confidence shrivels, and he is 
content to hollow a cradle in the sand. From that point in space the 
perimeter of his wsion widens to infinity: from the pattern of those vacant 
days, he can draw a picture of eternity. Seeking holiness, above all seek- 
ing peace, the Christian finally built a self-contained life around the 
themes of rejection and death. 

No longer does the eye focus on the middle distance: one sees either 
the dirt beneath one’s feet, the offal, the worms, the crawling scorpions, 
or one beholds a heavenly radiance in the sky. All that lies between be- 
comes unreal, or at least delusive. The avenues of the senses must be 
closed. Even indirect passages to worldly existence must be barred: it is 
only a little while before Gregory the Great will reproach Desiderius, 
Bishop of Vienne, because he has expounded grammar to certain friends. 
“Regard everything as poison,” warns Jerome, “which bears within it the 
seed of sensual pleasure.” 

Fear and grief have their outlets in flight, withdrawal, cowering. In 
most animals these emotions lead the creature to take refuge in a hole, a 
cave, a thicket; frequently to reject food or animal comfort. Darkness 
and grief go together; for sunlight is a last affliction to those who mourn. 
One shuts one’s eyes, one buries one’s head in one’s hands, draws curtains, 
goes abroad only at night, eats little and talks less. By making a purposive 
discipline of these instinctive reactions, the Christian gave them a social 
cofitext and meaning. Is it strange that in the modern world those who 
have rejected strong emotions and fancied that life holds no humanly 
irreparable evils, have also lost all the primitive gestures of grief and 
have even thrown off the formal costume of mourning? 

In withdrawing to a psychological tomb, the Christian treated himself 
to a second burial, reproducing a condition like that in the mother’s 
womb, when life was in complete equilibrium and held nought beyond 
bare animation: silence, protection, and peace all recall that primal state 
of animal unity. If one is not strong enough to fight, one must be discreet 
enough to pass unnoticed: to lie still and sham death. Grief filled men’s 
hearts everywhere during the long period of violence that broke out in 
the third century and reached its height, perhaps, in the ninth: grief at 
parting, grief at the brevity of life, grief over injuries to one’s beloved 
ones, grief at the most terrible memory that haunts the refugee — the 
memory of happier days. It was Boethius, himself a victim of arbitrary 
barbarian power, who first pronounced this kind of sorrow the worst of 
all, and later exiled Dante echoed him. 
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Algasia, a Christian lady living in Gaul, anxiously wrote to Jerome 
to find out what Christ meant by the terrible predictions reported in the 
Gospel according to Matthew: “Woe to them that are with child. . . . 
Pray that your flight be not in winter.” She had reason to suspect that 
the day announced in the scripture was at hand. Frosn the end of the 
fourth century on the odds against security and peace worsened; there- 
fore security and peace were all that men desired, and they would cheer- 
fully barter all the sweet vanities of the world to ensure the existence of 
even a patch of normal civil life. That would be heaven. Out of this situa- 
tion issued monasticism. ' 

Like almost everything else that came to a head then, monasticism had 
long been under way. What everyone felt in the fifth century the perse- 
cuted Jew had already experienced before Christ’s coming: witness the 
Therapeutae, a Jewish sect described by Philo. “They divest themselves 
of their property, giving it to their relatives; then, laying aside all the 
cares of life, they abandon the city and take up their abode in the solitary 
fields and gardens, well-knowing that intercourse with persons of dif- 
ferent character is not only unprofitable but injurious.” As early as 250 
a.d. the Decian persecutions had caused thousands of African Christians 
to seek refuge in the nearby deserts. The most famous of these early 
hermits was Anthony, who began to live alone on the outskirts of his 
village, and who kept moving further and further into the desert in order 
to remain alone till in 305 he reached the edge of the Red Sea. 

With Pachomius, who was born in 297, an ordered routine for these 
withdrawn people began; and when in 386, Jerome retired to the monas- 
tery of Bethlehem, this way of life had already achieved a certain com- 
munal form and discipline. The new monastery was a House of Refuge, 
or, if you will, a prison. Did not Tertullian say: “The prison does the 
same service for the Christian which the desert did for the prophet”? The 
terms and the conditions were almost interchangeable: in either case, you 
not merely “are free from causes of offence, from temptation, from un- 
holy reminiscence, but you are free from persecution, too.” 

Jerome has left us an excellent description of the primitive organization 
of the coenobites or monastic communities. They were divided like an 
army into squads of ten, with one member having authority over the other 
nine; and ten squads formed a hundred presided over by a single author- 
ity. They lived apart in cells, but met “after the ninth hour” to sing psalms 
and to read the scriptures. Inevitably there entered into this life a strain 
of selfish preoccupation. Jerome knew well both the outward and the in- 
ward difficulties of withdrawal. 
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“How often,” he exclaimed, “when I was living in the desert . . . did 
I fancy myself among the pleasures of Rome. . . . Now, although in my 
fear of Hell I had consigned myself to this prison, where I had no com- 
panions but scorpions and wild beasts, I often found myself among bevies 
of girls. My face # was pale and my frame chilled from fasting, yet my 
mind was throbbing with desire and the fires of lust kept bubbling before 
me when my flesh was as good as dead.” The lion that was so often pic- 
tured at St. Jerome’s side in later paintings and drawings served as a 
symbol of his passions, seemingly tamed, but ready to spring. 

Meanwhile, Jerome gave rational justification to another side of monas- 
ticism: its withdrawal from cities. For the new monastery developed as an 
essentially rural retreat. Once more Western man sought in a bucolic Eden 
a foundation for a satisfactory life. Jerome’s description is admirable. 

“Seeing that we have journeyed much of our life through a troubled 
sea, and that our vessel has been in turn shaken by raging blasts and shat- 
tered upon treacherous reefs, let us, as soon as may be, make for the 
haven of rural quietude. There such country dainties as milk and house- 
hold bread, and greens watered by our own hands, will supply us with 
coarse but harmless fare. So living, sleep will not call us away from 
prayer, nor satiety from reading. In summer, the shade of a tree will 
afford us privacy. In autumn, the quality of the air and the leaves strewn 
underfoot will invite us to stop and rest. In the springtime, the fields will 
be brightened with flowers, and our psalms will sound the sweeter for the 
twittering of the birds. When winter comes with its frost and snow, I shall 
not have to buy fuel, and whether I sleep or keep vigil, I shall be warmer 
than in town. . . . Let Rome keep to itself its noise and bustle, let the 
cruel shows of the arena go on, let the playgoers revel in the theaters.” 

Jerome wrote those words of parting in Rome in 385. Already, in an- 
ticipation, he had outlined the life of the early Middle Ages; he had 
painted a series of scenes for a Book of Hours, or a medieval calendar, 
following the routine of pious life through the seasons. In this little idyll 
he recalled Theocritus and leaped ahead to anticipate Rousseau. Much 
must be renounced before this life will be possible: “How can Horace go 
with the Psalter, Virgil with the Gospels, Cicero with the Apostle?” How, 
indeed, St. Jerome? But if there is any rational form for living during 
the next six centuries, it is mainly in the monastery that one will find it. 
This walled retreat would rise from the landscape, as isolated as a forti- 
fied villa or a rock-dominating castle, those symbols and agents of a rising 
feudalism. Here the shattered armies of civilization nursed their wounds 
and gathered strength. 
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Jerome announced Western Europe’s spiritual hibernation: a long pe- 
riod of suspended animation, marked by darkness, torpor, and sleep. The 
peace of the tomb. 

7: Poverty, Chastity, Obedience 

The new monastic form of living sprang up everywhere, from Egypt to 
Ireland; but the man who gave it a firm outline was Benedict of Nursia. 
He had no desire to add to the clerical establishments of the Church or 
to found a special order for the elect. What he sought to do was to create 
a new kind of domestic institution for laymen, who wished to live as fully 
as possible the Christian life of renunciation. This but continued a tradi- 
tion Augustine had already found in existence in Rome almost two cen- 
turies earlier: boarding houses where a group of Christian zealots would 
live together under a deacon. 

Instead of giving up the family altogether, Benedict turned the new 
monastery into a collective family. Excluding all sexual relations, the 
brothers not merely pledged themselves to live in a common domicile, 
but likewise to take each other for better or worse and remain together 
for life. The monastery became a stable family and the abbot a patri- 
archal father: thus the tendency to both vagabondage and individual self- 
seeking was overcome, and the fear of insecurity and discontinuity — the 
worst of fears in a disintegrating society — was nullified. 

In addition, Benedict enjoined daily labor in the fields and workshops, 
no less than in the chapel, the library, the scriptorium. This not merely 
ensured the house s survival and put the order on a self-sustaining ba^is, 
but it eased the tensions of ascetic restraint, giving balance to the whole 
personality. Benedict s breakdown of the classic contempt for menial 
labor, his combination of spiritual discipline and manual exercise, was 
an essential contribution to education; and the slipping away from this 
salutary union in the Cathedral Schools and the later universities con- 
tributed to the recurring sterility of the intellectual caste. 

The industry of the Benedictines, at all levels, became proverbial. In 
time, pious bequests would make these Benedictine Abbeys great ground 
landlords; and the daily work in the extensive fields, vineyards, orchards, 
glassworks, and forges might call for more hands than lodged in the mon- 
astery itself: secular help would be needed and secular gains would pour 
m all too freely. John Wesley’s later perception that Christian thrift, 
sobriety, and regularity would inevitably lead to worldly success, and 
worldly success would endanger the Christian’s soul, was verified many 
centuries before English pietism proved it once more. But the vigor of 
monasticism showed its value as a social adaptation: the monasteries of 
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Europe formed, as Coulton pictures them, a chain of blockhouses across 
Europe, holding down the barbarian lands for Christianity. 

Benedict collated and codified the various existing rules and carried 
them further. The monk who entered this new institution took the Bene- 
dictine vow: he hound himself to poverty, chastity, and obedience; and 
he gave himself over to a life of labor, prayer, humility, and self-denial. 
Economic greed, concupiscence, and pride were his everlasting enemies; 
though as to the first temptation and the last, what he renounced as an 
individual the order would eventually enjoy as a corporate body. Juke 
Benedict himself, the monk gave up his worldly goods on entrance and 
accepted the communism that went with this dedicated life. He died to 
the world, not for the world: died so that he might, in the actual round of 
daily life, have a glimpse of that ineffable peace which was promised 
for the after-life by the sight of God. 

In the Benedictine monastery, Plato’s condition for the founding of 
an ideal commonwealth was at last met in actual life: a crisis, an able 
leader, a good constitution, a just division of labor, a communist economic 
order, and a group of guardians concerned with the eternal verities and 
reluctant to undertake the task of government. Those who are contemptu- 
ous of Plato’s uncompromising “idealism” might ask themselves how 
many power states have lasted as long as the Benedictine order. 

To make this death-in-life more acceptable, the monk habituated him- 
self to a premature senility: the bald head of the aged, the grave manner, 
the confined circuit of movement, as if limited by lameness, characterized 
lift appearance and his habit. Dr. Rosenstock-Huessy has suggested that 
this adaptation was primarily an effort to redress the lack of actual old 
people in this society: a lack due to the excessive shortness of human life, 
which gave a preponderance in numbers to the immature and thoughtless, 
with their high vitality and their limited experience. About the brevity 
of the life-span there can hardly be any doubt: famine, murder, plague, 
war, made their rounds with growing regularity. For this reason, monasti- 
cism may have prospered as both a social and a psychological adaptation. 

“Dig and sow,” said the founder of Clonfert Abbey, “that you may 
have the wherewithal to eat and drink and be clothed; for where suffi- 
ciency is, there is stability, and where stability is, there is religion.” Not 
merely did the monastery provide a fixed and orderly abode: the order 
in space was accompanied by an equally regular order in time. Here, 
if nowhere else in the Western World, one could live according to plan 
and look ahead: here, if nowhere else, was a calculable and imaginable 
future. 

Does this life seem constrained, uneventful, downright monotonous? 
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There precisely lay its attraction: a supreme attraction to harried souls 
that had seen too much, had been forced to make too many dreadful deci- 
sions, and had been the victims of too many exciting events. Once the 
novice made the final surrender, he was free from the burden of intoler- 
able accident: once the great choice was made, all the little choices tended 
to themselves. One day was like another: thanks be to God! In that com- 
forting regularity, the spirit at last became free. No small part of what 
has survived of the ancient world, apart from buildings and monuments, 
has .been transmitted to us by the slow patient hands of the monastic 
copyists, who transferred the contents of the fragile papyrus rolls to 
sturdy parchment. With their animus against paganism, they doubtless 
winnowed out much that would be precious to us; but much, too, they 
let slip by — perhaps stupidly, perhaps slyly, perhaps with a calm eye \ 
to a better future. ' 

Because of the monks’ care for Roman manuscripts, due partly to 
Cassiodorus, Benedict’s contemporary, the Roman methods of agriculture 
were conserved in the monasteries even after they had disappeared, 
through lapse of oral tradition and visible example, in the manors. As a 
result, the monks probably had a better balanced diet than their secular 
contemporaries, and this perhaps compensated for its sparseness. 

The uniformity of monastic existence touched every detail. Monks 
were the first wearers of uniform costume in modern times: by compari- 
son Michelangelo’s uniform for the papal guards was a parvenu. More 
than that: regularity and order bore fruit in economic practices. In every 
department of work, order, repetition, standardization are great econo- 
mizers of labor. These monastic habits, spreading into every part of estate 
management, brought their natural reward in increased wealth. Not 
merely is Coulton correct in describing the Benedictines as essentially 
the founders of capitalism, but it is equally correct to add that the busi- 
ness man, the bureaucrat, and the mechanical worker are all the special- 
ized end-products of monasticism. Some of the life-denying practices of 
modem capitalism had their origin in the withdrawal and retreat of this 
early epoch. 

Narrow and suffocating would be the monk’s solitary cell were it not 
for the spacious common structure; and bleak would be his poverty were 
it not for this handsome exhibition of collective wealth: the individual 
indigence of communism was balanced by its collective magnificence. 
In the monastery, every activity had its place and form: the whole made 
an articulated organism. Contrast this with the domestic order of the 
feudal regime, which existed only for the lord and his lady: a little 
closet, a solitary private toilet high above the castle moat, plucked out 
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of the drunken huddle and disorder of the feudal household. The monas- 
tery, as Paulinus of Nola described it, truly made an end to “all the noisy 
crowding up of things and whatsoever wars on the divine.” 

One further fact of later significance must be noted. In monastic life 
the equality of the sexes was first acknowledged: convents for women, 
no less than for men, took their place at an early date in the new order. 
In the convent or nunnery woman fashioned a role for herself for which 
the secular Church gave her no scope; she even acquired a certain skill 
in the political arts, in the autonomous government of the nunnery; and 
a great abbess, like Hroswitha of Gandersheim in the tenth century, might 
become a significant dramatist. 

But if one emphasizes the economic and social consequences of the 
monk’s traditional routine, because of its influence upon the Western 
personality, one must not forget its contemporary meaning. The main 
business of the monk was the praise of God, and his special activity, as 
monk, was beatitudinous contemplation. In their devotion to the service 
of God, the monks elaborated if they did not invent the mass. By a steady 
refinement, they created a unified whole out of the procession, the choral 
chant, the vocal prayers and responses of the entire congregation: all 
enhanced by the smell of incense, the burning of candles and lamps, the 
solemn familiar words, the dark high hall. . . . Even in a tawdry church 
today, cut off for a moment from a dusty street loud with the screech of 
brakes, the whine of motors, within an interior set with hideous sculptures 
and paintings turned out by the gross lot, even here the mass has a power 
of evocation that goes far beyond the beginnings of Christianity: it car- 
ries overtones of an unintelligible ritual magic that perhaps existed as 
early as the dawn of human speech. Long before the modem painters had 
explored the values of abstract art, the Church had created an abstract 
and depersonalized art which penetrated the recesses of human feeling 
far more powerfully than words and gestures better understood. 

But weaknesses developed out of this life of praise and worship. In 
seeking to escape the sins of the world, the monks were nevertheless 
compelled to create another world in miniature. The walls of the monas- 
tery might be high; visitors might be infrequent; but within this sanctu- 
ary, small and narrow though it might be, the world would inexorably 
enter. Gregory of Nyssa believed that he who has exiled himself from 
human life by abstaining from marriage and treating the world as dung 
‘has no fellowship whatever with the sins of mankind such as avarice, 
envy, anger, hatred”; but this belief showed an optimism that was not 
borne out by further experience. The sins came in: the devil’s advances 
caught up with the monk’s retreat. In the course of time, the monks even 
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found themselves the victims of a special infirmity of their own creation, 
acedia, the weary indifference and laziness that spring out of a life too 
well-regulated, too prudently safeguarded, too nicely adjusted. 

In addition, of course, the monastery and convent had to deal with the 
grosser insurgencies of the body, greed for food and drink, sexual lust, 
to say nothing of such threats to communal existence as romantic attach- 
ment to a single person. Sexual scandals already existed in Italian monas- 
teries and convents, according to Dudden, by the end of the sixth century. 
We know from Jerome’s much earlier admonitions that Christian virgins 
sometimes took potions to induce barrenness, committed abortion, and 
lived as professed spiritual sisters with the unmarried clergy, defending 
themselves against the censorious by saying, “To the pure all things are , 
pure.” The same Eve, the same Adam, espoused monastic life. 

At a much later period, the time of Louis XIV, the convent was a place 
where the unmarried daughter was supposed to go, as an alternative to 
becoming a loose woman, when her chance for marriage was definitely 
past: by that time it served chiefly as a haven for the sexually rejected. 
But in the earlier days of monasticism just the opposite of this happened: 
many mere boys and girls were dedicated to this life by noble families, 
often for highly sordid reasons, without their having manifested the 
faintest vocation for it: they were trapped before they could express 
themselves. If such people remained pure, they defrauded the race; if 
they lost their chastity, according to the Church’s code they defrauded 
God. But maybe in the long run their cheating served God better than 
the Church knew. Was it not perhaps through such sins and lapses that 
some of the worst biological defects of monasticism on European society 
were to a degree annulled? Monasticism tended to withhold some of the 
best human strains from reproduction. If everyone had flocked into the 
monasteries and if the rule had been observed to the last letter, the re- 
sulting holy society would have gone under entirely, through depopula- 
tion, precisely like the Shaker colonies of the nineteenth century. 

The most serious weaknesses of monastic life were of another order. 
While the slow round, the even tempo, the repeating pattern of the days 
overcame the memories of anxiety and terror, the security thus produced 
was itself no final virtue: it created problems no less real than anxiety 
and terror. The even round, too long repeated, becomes trivial and mean- 
ingless; a prayer, said once too often, becomes a curse. The problem of 
spiritual re-animation was one that concerned a succession of monastic 
leaders: every century or two brought a new wave of reform, seeking to 
quicken a life whose very perfection led inevitably to corruption. 

The moral insulation of monasticism raised an even more serious 
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problem which had both a personal and a community aspect. There is a 
great difference between lessening one’s temptations in society and re- 
moving temptation* altogether by cutting oneself off from society. Virtue 
and vice are social attributes: they presume the existence of the bio- 
logical and social functions normal to society. Withdrawal from a disin- 
tegrating society is a rational and moral step only if it is the first stage 
toward building up an integrated community. 

The real mistake of the monastery was that it turned into a whole life- 
time’s vocation the normal withdrawal and retirement which should be 
part of the life-rhythm of every well-planned life. The complete social 
process, as Toynbee has amply demonstrated, is withdrawal-and-ref urn: 
the retreat is a strategic gathering of inner forces which opens the way for 
an effective counter-attack. But the cloister perpetually lures men into 
an inner maze of dreams that become in themselves a substitute for real 
life: retreat begets isolationism: isolationism indifference, and indiffer- 
ence results in irresponsibility. 

“Such being the peaceable and calm disposition of the times,” wrote 
the Venerable Bede in the first quarter of the eighth century, “many . . . 
as well of the nobility as private persons, laying aside their weapons, 
rather incline to dedicate themselves and their children to the tonsure and 
monastic vows, than to study martial discipline.” As a desperate cure 
for a desperate evil, monasticism had a valid reason for existence in the 
Time of Troubles that extended almost without a break from the fourth 
century to the eleventh: Charlemagne’s great imperium proved but a pass- 
ing interlude. Once this original pressure was lightened, the failure of 
the monastery to encompass the whole life of man became flagrant: once 
terror and anxiety lessened, the conditions that made Benedict’s rule so 
successful gave way to conditions that inevitably undermined it. It re- 
mained for the Friars, and still more for the early Protestants, to bring 
the function of withdrawal back into the normal life of normal men. 

8: Centralization of Authority 

The Christian Church as a whole had a different role to play than the 
monasteries. Picking its way among the ruins of the old order, the Church 
came face to face with the barbarian. 

Between the fourth and seventh centuries a succession of invasions 
poured over Gaul and Italy and over-ran Africa: those invasions con- 
tinued at intervals until the end of the eleventh century: Saracens from 
the South and Norsemen from the North executed a sort of pincers move- 
ment on what was left of the old order and finally met in Sicily. With 
these barbarians there was no question of restoring a waning vitality: 
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“it is one of the advantages of all rude and exposed life,” as the wise 
Nathaniel Shaler once wrote, . . that in it the man wins again his 
natural adjustment to life and death which he is deprived of by his super- 
civilization.” 

A crude stomach for life was exactly what the barbtyians possessed: 
they fought for the joy of fighting and when they needed relaxation they 
ate and drank with gigantic appetites. They needed no circuses to ani- 
mate their lust for blood; they needed no obscenities to awaken their 
flagging genitals: they killed and copulated out of a powerful animal de- 
sire to work their will upon appropriate human obstacles. They were 
hunters, pastoral nomads, fighters: their game tasted better to them when 
they had brought it down themselves with spear or bow, and doubtless 
their women tasted better when captured and conquered by sheer bodily\ 
prowess. 

Some of the earlier Gothic tribes had in more than one sense been 
taken in by Roman civilization: they admired the pomp and beauty of 
the Roman cities with a sort of primitive veneration that anticipated the 
three stars and the heavy type of their descendants’ Baedekers: the grace 
and culture of the South drew them away from their docile bovine women 
and their crude tribal ways. But although their raw animal vitality might 
be tempered by a pedantic respect for the culture they raped and looted, 
they needed a far different treatment at the hands of the Church from 
that of the defeated populations of the big cities. One must treat a para- 
sitic animal to a different discipline from a predatory one: in the first 
case, the problem is to make him leave his host and become a self-sustaki- 
ing creature again; in the second, one must reduce his crude animal 
vitality as a first step toward sublimating it. In order to make the bar- 
barian accept his role in the Christian drama, the Church was forced to 
resort to a sort of spiritual bleeding; and its course was necessarily a zig- 
zag one: now it threatened, now it cajoled, now it banned superstition 
and again it took it over bodily and gave it its own special stamp. 

Fortunately, the Christian creed had one great power that eventually 
overcame the barbarian’s contempt: it had an answer to his intellectual 
pessimism, which so queerly accompanied the “optimism of the body.” 
Northern mythology, for example, foresaw a time when even Wotan would 
be overthrown and the universe consumed. But the Christian God was 
Eternal and his Heaven was Eternal Light. The new creed from the South 
had something of the lure of Mediterranean sunshine for the rude men of 
the North. If it was only a dream, it was still a pleasanter one to sleep 
through than his own nightmare. 

Historians have occasionally talked about the barbarian invasions as 
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if they were responsible for the invigoration and re-building of a decadent 
Europe by a process of purely biological regeneration. If blood were the 
true key to cultural change, however, there were enough barbarians within 
the Empire, long before its downfall, to have effected a wholesale regener- 
ation. Biological changes no doubt continued to take place, and the whole- 
some effects of hybridization may have worked in the human stock; but 
it is next to impossible to give any rational, scientific account of them: 
this realm is the favorite haunt of superstition. Cultural intermixture, on 
the other hand, did take place through the invasions and migrations: this 
is a matter of plain record. Such regeneration as actually occurred can 
be attributed to the fresh mingling of cultures: the surviving institutions 
of Rome, the growing institutions of the Church, and the traditional in- 
stitutions of the barbarian camps and villages formed fresh combinations 
which in the course of five or six centuries finally acquired an organic 
character. 

To maintain the place it had carved out for itself, the Christian Church 
was forced to struggle for power as well as salvation: in the West this 
fact ensured the eventual primacy of the Bishop of Rome and so gave 
to Italy a preponderant part in the development of Western civilization. 
On the side of the Church were the legions of misery and despair: the 
oppressed whom it championed and the homeless whom it fed and shel- 
tered. By the sixth century the offices of the Church had enfolded the 
greater part of life: it actually was fulfilling the mission that had been 
described by Augustine: “Thou shalt exercise and instruct the child with 
simplicity, the young strongly, gently the aged, not only according to 
the age of the body but also of the spirit of each. Thou shalt make women 
submit to their husbands not for purposes of carnal satisfaction but for 
the begetting of children and that, through united endeavor, the fortunes 
of the family may be advanced. Thou shalt place husbands before their 
wives, not that they may take advantage of the weaker sex, but rule with 
the laws of true affection. Thou shalt bind children to their parents, as 
in free servitude, and parents to their children by loving authority. Thou 
shalt tie brother to brother with the bonds of religion which is stronger 
even than the bonds of blood. Thou shalt teach servants to be faithful to 
their masters, not because their condition demands fidelity, but because 
in the fulfillment of duty they will find happiness. Thou shalt teach mas- 
ters to be kind to their servants, remembering the Almighty who is Lord 
of all, and thou shalt unite the citizens of one place with those of another, 
nation with nation, and in general all men among themselves, and thus 
not only shape society but also form a fraternal alliance; thou shalt teach 
kings to cherish their subjects and subjects to obey their kings. Thou 
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shalt diligently point out to whom is due honor, to whom affection, rever- 
ence, fear, consolation, admonishment, exhortation, instruction, blame or 
punishment, showing at the same time that not to all are all things due, 
but to all is due love and to none injustice.” 

Here was the program of the Church: the sum of its self-imposed ideals, 
as they touched practical and political relationships. Under the Church’s 
traditional leadership, the traditional bread and circuses which had de- 
bauched the Roman proletariat, gave place to charity and spiritual con- 
solation. So the basilica became the church: Caesar’s rule took second 
place to Christ’s. Law became an inward impulse toward conformity 
with the divine ; and what was important was not the degree of the crime 
but the measure of repentance — not the judge’s stern sentence but his 
merciful pardon. 

The man who now lifted the Church up to a plenitude of power and 
enabled it to perform skillfully its mission of succor and salvage was 
one of the great political leaders of all time: the theologian known as 
the Fourth Doctor of the Latin Church, the Pope called by later ages 
Gregory the Great. His lasting influence on the Church was as great in 
the realm of politics as was that of Augustine in theology: an influence 
with which we must still reckon today. 

Gregory was born in Rome around 540; he became prefect of the city 
and governor in 573. But in 574, at the height of his official career, he 
entered a monastery. “Those who wish to hold the fortress of contempla- 
tion must first of all train in the camp of action,” Gregory once wrote: 
a wisdom that sprang out of his own experience. As prefect of Rome, he 
had had jurisdiction over all civil and criminal matters for the space of 
a hundred miles around the old capital: he was in charge of grain sup- 
plies, doles, the repair of aqueducts and other public works, as well as 
the police force and the bureaucracy. When the Lombards swarmed 
around the city, however, he apparently realized that life on the old terms 
was no longer possible, not even in shadow play. He renounced his great 
political office and even more decisively his great wealth. With the latter 
he founded monasteries, and became Abbot of Saint Andrew’s in 586. 
When he came back to high office in Rome in 590 it was as the supreme 
pontiff of the Church of Rome: the only institution that could hold its 
own against the barbarian. 

Gregory brought to the Church the pride and loyalty of the old Roman 
aristocrat. Under him, the Church learned to give commands. Up to the 
time of Augustine, the Church had been essentially a congregation of 
congregations: it included the whole body of believers; and the ultimate 
seat of sovereignty rested in the great Councils of the Church, which 
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served as a sort of Supreme Court on matters of dogma. Even as late as 
Augustine the choice of the Bishop was a wholly local matter: he was 
the appointee of his congregations. Under Gregory, the people became 
supernumerary: they ceased to exercise active political functions within 
the Church. As .local life itself became disrupted, the Church assumed 
what were originally the self-directive functions of the Christian com- 
munity. Now the mass of Christians in the West were ruled by a self- 
perpetuating hierarchy, composed of bishops, priests, and minor clergy, 
all appointed officials bound ultimately to the Pope. The loose federal 
union of congregations, with shifting seats of power and authority as one 
great doctor or another waxed and waned, gave place to a centralized 
government headed by a spiritual Emperor. This was the true Holy 
Roman Empire, which would in time clash with its more tenuous temporal 
counterpart. 

Not least among the Church’s growing powers was the centralized con- 
trol of finance: not merely did the Church claim its tithe of the annual in- 
come of all believers, but it steadily increased its holdings of land as 
the result of bequests from both the living and the dead, seeking to find 
favor in this world or in Heaven. Pope Simplicius, says Dopsch, or- 
dained that from 465 on the income of the Church should be divided into 
four parts — one fourth to the bishop, another to the building of Churches, 
another to the maintenance of the clergy, and a final fourth to the dis- 
tribution of alms to strangers and to the poor. As Rome’s power dwindled, 
the visible presence of the Church grew; and as the bankrupt munici- 
palities of the Empire abandoned their provisions for education and for 
social welfare, the Church took over their functions. 

One other result followed from this centralization of power and author- 
ity. No longer were the theological leadership and ecclesiastical ad- 
ministration, the spiritual and the temporal functions, bound closely to- 
gether. The Papacy will govern: it will bring into its ranks notable states- 
men and leaders of men; but they will exercise their power mainly by 
their temporal characteristics, their firmness of decision, their vigilance, 
their skill in fencing with practical issues: politicians not saints, adminis- 
trators not mystics, organizers not originators. Thenceforward the Papacy 
will succeed as an agent of efficient political organization, not as a re- 
pository of spiritual enlightenment. Its efficient bureaucracy and its long 
memory will give it an advantage over every ephemeral rival: an advan- 
tage it still possesses. Without doubt, it has proved the most successful 
form of government in human history; and its political constitution and 
organization deserve a closer study than political theorists have ever given 
them. 
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In one matter the Church had a great political superiority over the 
Empire it took over: it had discarded the hereditary idea for the recruit- 
ment of its officialdom no less than for the election of the Pope. No one 
was a Christian by birth; and no one became an officer of the Church 
solely by inherited claim of rank: the peasant’s or the cobbler’s son might 
become the highest officer in the Church. Though feudalism fought hard 
to establish succession in office by birth, Church doctrine rigorously re- 
jected its claims and usurpations. By preserving the democratic prin- 
ciple here, the papacy tempered the evils of absolutism and reduced the 
dangers of caste and vested privilege — though nepotism might and did 
creep in under the surface. 


Gregory’s theology, according to his biographer, Dudden, “bears the 
legal stamp. It centers in ideas of guilt and merit, satisfaction, and pen- 
ance; and by means of these it may be wholly construed. Retribution and 
merit are the conceptions which determine its form. God’s dealing with 
mankind resolved into a series of legal transactions, and Christ, the Saints 
and angels and the devil, all have their part in the legal process In set 
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I. THE CHRISTIAN OVERWORLD 

For almost a thousand years the divine figure of Jesus preoccupies the Christian ima 0 ination. 
From the catacombs to the later Romanesque churches the same solemn austere image presides 
over Christian worship. Then the medieval sense of humanity reclaims both Jesus and his Mother, 
the painter depicts his life in warm, human terms: his birth, his baptism, his temptations, his 
crucifixion. 


II. MEDIEVAL 
LIFE 


Medieval life was a pilgrimage and a 
crusade, a hunt and a feast, a struggle 
and a tournament. Up to the 13th cen- 
lury, its dominating figures are the 
priests and monks, representatives of 
eternal values, and the warrior nobles, 
who exercise military power and tem- 
poral authority. Close to the founda- 
tions of this life lie the primitive occu- 
pations: picking and gleaning, hunting 
and fishing. Its feudal chiefs remain 
primarily hunters and fishermen (Vi- 
kings), people used to killing sjavage 
hoars and stags, to confronting storm 
and shipwreck, to imposing their ^vills 
upon weaker men. Often this life' de- 
scends to piracy and brigandage; hut 
sometimes it rises to the Truce of Gpd, 
or to the manly chivalry celebrated in 
Chevy Chase. Sassetta’s Journey of the 
Magi (top) might equally he Chaucer's 
Canterbury Pilgrims: still in search of 
at least the relics of divinity. By the 
13th century new urban forces modify 
this life: behind ihe city's walls the 
protective guild economy arises, founded 
on the crafts of woodman and shep- 
herd. carpenter and weaver, with their 
ordered routine and tranquil ritual. 
The image of the Holy Family domi- 
nates the mind: above all, the Virgin 
Mother. Charonton’s The Triumph of 
the Virgin consummately brings to- 
gether all the aspects of medieval life 
and mind, actual and ideal. The bottom 
illustration is a fragment from the 
larger work whose central theme is 
shown above. Note the figures of the 
damned beneath the medieval city: 
Hell was as visible as Heaven. Henry 
Adams’s interpretation of the Virgin 
cult, both in his Mont St. Michel and 
Chartres and in his The Education of 
Henry Adams, showed true insight. 
The centering of religious feeling on 
woman and the function of mother- 
hood restored a balance that had been 
upset by the Church’s original defen- 
sive response to Rome’s sexual dissi- 
pation. This mothering impulse found 
an outlet in the creation of guilds, hos- 
pitals, asylums, and other protective 
institutions. 
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This Latin “realism” of Gregory’s was responsible, not merely for con- 
doning tyranny, bqt for incorporating superstition. Gregory made many 
compromises with barbarian habits and beliefs, and opened the way to 
further corruptions. Hamack points out that Gregory “united the hitherto 
uncertain thoughts regarding the intercession of the saints and the service 
of the angels. ... He legitimized the pagan superstition which had need 
of demi-gods and graded deities, had recourse to the holy bodies of the 
martyrs, and joined the service of Christ with that of the saints.” Thus, 
under Gregory, the cult of the saints closed the awful gap between man 
and God: the saints were friends at court who interceded at the right 
moment with the judge; they were messengers, go-betweens, who used 
their influence to swerve justice out of its path, or at least saw to it that 
the sentence was shortened and an eventual pardon granted. Nothing could 
be farther from Jesus’s secret. 

Yet Gregory’s establishment of a strong system of Church government 
and administration, his creation of an authoritative political center, was 
no small contribution to stability at a time when stability meant survival. 
This system reached its climax in the eleventh and twelfth centuries when 
the doctrines and processes of Canon Law put all the officers of the West- 
ern Church under an independent ecclesiastical jurisdiction. 

Meanwhile, wherever the barbarians upset Roman order a quite oppo- 
site process took place: a hundred different legal codes came to compete 
with each other: tribal codes that had never been subject to rigorous 
philosophic appraisal, to experimental probation, to the refinement of 
pfogressive decisions under skilled lawyers and judges. These new codes 
multiplied, and in addition, unwritten custom took the place of absent 
laws on the almost self-sufficient manorial domains. The centralization 
and unification of spiritual society went hand in hand with the break- 
down and increasing subdivision of temporal authority, which achieved 
its final form in the feudal system. 

As men became more illiterate, they relied on use and wont, what they 
calfed immemorial custom, to guide them. Arbitrary rules, made in the 
local manor court, might become such immemorial customs within a gen- 
eration or two, when the mind of man “runneth not to the contrary.” How 
many people today realize that the British custom of afternoon tea, which 
now seems as old as Anne, did not actually become prevalent till the 
eighteen-seventies, or that the New England custom of Thanksgiving Day 
did not become a national holiday in the United States till about the same 
time? The collapse of civil standardizations and uniformities took place 
in every department of life during the Dark Ages: in coinages, weights, 
measures, market rules, and above all, in languages. The Christian 
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Church in the West alone preserved the memory of a unity and provided 
the framework for universal intercourse and a wider common life. Out 
of a wedding of the universal and the local the Middle Ages were finally 
bom. 

9: The Domination of Fantasy 

The past was a faded dream: the present a nightmare: the future a 
golden illusion. In that subjective atmosphere the Christian personality 
formed itself and spread its way of life over the greater part of Europe. 

For at least half a millennium daily life was ruled less by intelligence 
than by habit. The best one could hope for was that today would be likle 
yesterday and tomorrow like today. To remember the customs of the pas^ 
was to know the rules for the present. Even irrational practices will wear 
the appearance of reason if one continues them long enough, and illusions 
will dominate reality if everyone participates in the same hallucinations 
at the same time. Yet invention and ordered intelligence were not alto- 
gether excluded from this life, even at its lowest level: water mills became 
more common and the tide-mill was invented, the horse-shoe came into 
general use, a correct harness for horses, which put the load against the 
chest, was finally devised, the folding camp-stool was in use as early as 
the time of Charlemagne, and steam was even used to pump an organ — 
the invention of Pope Sylvester II. The “rise of chivalry” is only a poetic 
paraphrase for the “increase of horsepower.” 

Nevertheless, life was hard, oppressive, difficult: provision for bare 
physical survival became all-important. When the time for spring pl<fw- 
ing comes, even the animals, half starved through the winter, will hardly 
have enough strength for the task; half a dozen oxen may be necessary to 
make the plow cleave the shallow topsoil. To make the stock of salt meats, 
barley, or rye last through the winter required ingenuity; few were rich 
enough to escape the need for parsimony, for the richer one was, the 
bigger the number of household dependents. A stunted life: many under- 
fed bodies, many undernourished minds. If anyone lives well outside the 
monasteries, it is the hunter-warrior who adds to the trophies of the hunt 
the dues of the peasants he protects. 

Animal hardships alternating with a muzzy, dreamful routine: this 
made up the sentient existence of Romanesque man. All his dominating 
institutions, monasticism, manorialism, Christian dogma, bore the sign 
of his period protection. It was more important that there should be 
some continuity than that there should be rational criticism of the habits 
and values continued. Every hour lived in peace was a gain. To widen the 
span between birth and death, to punctuate the grievous days with repeti- 
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tious tasks, to live like one’s ancestors, obeying one’s overlord and the 
priest, to look no farther than the close horizon, to remember Christ in 
one’s prayers and always to make the sign of the cross against demons 
and magicians, to stand by one’s neighbor in his trouble and to know that 
trouble is never ’far away, to keep one’s station and be contented with 
one’s lot — here was the essence of this life. Monk, warrior, noble, peas- 
ant, nun, lady, and householder lived every moment of their lives sur- 
rounded by visible and invisible walls. So much for the outward mani- 
festations. Immobilized in ritual, it is still the essential life of Catholic 
countries today, molded by a dead past, prudently uncreative; prosper- 
ing best when society prospers least. 

Within, the picture is even more full of pressure and anguish. Western 
society, as I have pointed out, had been undergoing a long siege of 
anxiety. Although the triumph of Christianity had converted the natural 
impulses to shrink and cower and retreat into socially more useful forms, 
terror and disruption still continued to leave their dreadful imprint on 
every aspect of the new life. In the new ideology, everything was a little 
tainted: religion was tainted with superstition, medicine with nostrums, 
and holiness with pathological masochism. The coarse health of the bar- 
barian chieftains and their swaggering retainers did little to offset these 
inner weaknesses: it would take centuries before their animal faith was 
even touched by spirit. 

In the historic experience of the Christian community there lay, more- 
over, the source of an even more terrible reaction which gave psycholog- 
ical depth and substance to the new manic-depressive visions of Christian 
theology. The long tradition of suffering at the hands of the Roman mob 
had left a deep mark on the Christian soul, and it affected both doctrine 
and practice. Close to the core of the Church lay the experience of the 
martyrs: the cruel, degrading ordeals to which the early Christians had 
been subjected left a smoldering sense of outrage which flamed into active 
revenge. Under Jesus’s dispensation there was no place for punitive jus- 
tice; but the wounds and cries of the victims drowned out the Master’s 
plain words. The Christian fathers summoned all eternity to their aid 
to work out a revenge sufficiently frightful to match the terrors to which 
the faithful had been subjected. 

“When Christians are injured,” Cyprian pointed out, “the divine ven- 
geance defends them. ... For this reason,” he added, “it is that none 
of us, when he is apprehended, makes resistance or avenges himself 
against unrighteous violence, although our people are numerous and plen- 
tiful. Our certainty of vengeance makes us patient.” And what was the 
great reward of those who had suffered for Christ? From 'oyprian up to 
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Thomas Aquinas the doctors of the Church are wholly at one on the 
ans wer; part of the Christian’s sweetest delight in Heaven, throughout 
eternity, would consist in beholding the tortures of the damned. This 
divine consecration of cruelty perhaps accounts for the fact that cruelty 
was never included among the seven mortal sins. 

These facts explain the cardinal points in the new idolum: Heaven 
and Hell. The dreadful fires of one, the hopeful radiance of the other, 
were more real to the Romanesque Christian than the flames of a burning 
city or the delights of a pied meadow in spring: more real, more imme- 
diate, indeed, more visible. The hope of Heaven and the fear of Hell pre- 
sided over his daily actions. Even the sixth century invention of the inter^ 
mediate realm of purgatory, a sort of quarantine for the soul, did noi 
ease the tension or lessen the force of the terrible alternatives that con-', 
fronted the sinner. Gloom and delight, despair and irrational joy, mark 
the up and down movements of the spirit: flagellation alternates with 
exaltation, and the pious moans of the entombed hermit outside the 
Cathedral would mingle with the Jubilate that rose within. 

With the map of Heaven and Hell as his true guide to the world, the 
Christian found all other places vague and shadowy, lacking in firm out- 
lines: the monks who copy the old herbals make their plants less and less 
true to life, more and more formalized, without once recognizing their 
ability to reclaim the original truth by comparing the drawing with the 
actual specimens growing in their gardens. In this strongly subjective 
world, remote and present, near and far, all mingled in one confused 
picture, in which Alexander and Charlemagne were contemporaries, in 
which Hercules and King Arthur, Venus and Iseult, belonged to the same 
society, in which “last year” might mean last month or last century. 

For Romanesque man, the subjective and the objective world did not 
unite into a single vision. As sometimes happens with divergent eyes that 
do not fuse to form a clear image, the vision of one eye was suppressed — 
and the eye that was suppressed was that which looked at external nature 
and actual history. Hence the acceptance of discontinuity in natural 
events: miracles were daily occurrences; for nothing that could happen 
in dream seemed impossible in actual life. 

All the phenomena of dream, the sudden appearance and disappear- 
ance of people, the capacity to understand a strange tongue or to speak 
glibly in a foreign language, the ability to fly or become invisible, were 
plausible elements in the imagined experience of this dark epoch. Fantasy 
and fact changed places: the character of the actual world was defined 
and its goods evaluated by reference to the conditions laid down in a 
supernatural dream. This obsession with uncontrollable images, clustering 
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about the central theme of a neurosis, is a commonplace of abnormal psy- 
chology: here it left marks on a whole culture. Demons, imps, ghosts, 
populated this world, side by side with cows, sheep, horses, serfs, war- 
riors, and merchants. 

This dominance of the subjective was the outcome of Romanesque 
man’s inheritance: he relived in fantasy the terrible experiences of the 
generations that had gone before him as well as those he faced from day 
to day. In Christian theology, Romanesque man found a subjective anti- 
dote: against the projection of his helpless infernal fears, he found a new 
source of comfort: from the same region of his soul he could also project 
angels, seraphims, saintly protectors who would counterbalance the evil 
powers. Imagined servants of goodness offset both the real and the fancied 
evils that pervaded this society. By invoking these angels and ministers 
of grace his life found some sort of temporary equilibrium. 

There is scarcely a single aspect of this culture which does not become 
clearer when one interprets it as a neurotic dream phenomenon. From 
the use of the ordeal to establish legal guilt in criminal procedures to 
the magical use of Holy Water to ward off evils, from the application of 
physical torture to effect spiritual regeneration to the use of relics of 
saints to effect medical cures: it is in the dream world that these methods 
and remedies operate effectively. All these facts form part of a logical 
whole. But of course the suppression of the natural world was far from 
complete, and even the concealment and repression of the classic heritage 
were not final. There were many sane, lucid, waking moments, even gay, 
joyous moments, as the reader of Helen Waddell’s admirable study of 
The Wandering Scholar will recall. 

As a child who goes to sleep will still clutch to its bosom the doll that 
was part of its waking world, so Romanesque man. still grasped a last 
battered relic of the classic order: Boethius’s The Consolations of Philos- 
ophy. Boethius had a place in the Romanesque culture which lasted 
deep into the Middle Ages: if this place seems out of proportion to his 
merits, one must not forget that he came to symbolize the whole classic 
world. Manuscripts of the Consolations are scattered all over Europe; 
even today there are some four hundred manuscripts in existence. Mark 
the title: philosophy, not religion, was what Boethius stood for: he was 
the last direct descendant of that ancient line which was founded in Ionia. 
According to Boethius, the end of man is to see that there is nothing in 
the world that is not divine, nothing absurd, nothing unintelligible, noth- 
ing merely natural. That was a grand goal: a reminder of a world that 
was lost, but not altogether lost, so long as Boethius’s work itself remained. 
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MEDIEVAL .SYNTHESIS 


1 : The Freshets of Spring 

As the year 1000 approached many people thought that the millennial 
reign of Christ would come to an end: the end of the world was at hand.'. 
These apocalyptic hopes and fears were by no means universal, but when 
the year simply came and went there was a widespread feeling of relief 
among those who still clung to mortal life, making wills and planting 
orchards for the sake of posterity. Glaber, a contemporary, records that 
“it seems as though the world shook itself and cast off its hoary age, and 
clad itself everywhere in a white robe of Churches.” Spring was coming 
to Western Europe: the darkness and cold were almost over. But it did 
not unwinter suddenly: the first half of the eleventh century was full of 
tribulation. Only the reddening beech buds against the blue sky announced 
the change. 

Spring, however, symbolizes all the changes that were taking place in 
the Western community and the Christian personality. Spring is first of 
all a season of beginnings: seeds long dormant, buds tightly folded, begin 
to show signs of life. In the new warmth of the sun, the strain and effort 
that kept one barely alive during winter no longer are needed: one re- 
laxes. In the part of the world where I live, as in most of Western Europe, 
too, there may be treacherous changes in spring: sudden frosts, beating 
attacks of sleet; so that it is never safe to count the yield of the orchards 
by their wealth of blossoms. Similarly, no one can say what fine fruit 
crops were blighted by the terrible plague of the fourteenth century. 

Spring goes with youth and erotic adventure: that also makes it sym- 
bolize the resurgence of medieval culture. The flesh is pricked with de- 
sire: when young, one must wander through the woods or throw oneself 
down on the fragrant warm grass, if one cannot rush to the arms of one’s 
beloved. The goodness of the world is no longer a promise in the sky but 
an actuality on earth: the carols of the mating birds, the perfume of the 
wild grape blossoms and the locust trees, reinforce one’s inner conviction 
that one need not seek farther for the meaning of life. Spring, in short, 
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is a period of waxing power, rising vitality. The lyric poetry of the Middle 
Ages not merely records this ecstasy: it hardly knows any other season. 

Those who have a different image of the Middle Ages, who think of 
it in terms of gloom, austerity, abstention, read into it the agony of an 
earlier disruption or a later decay; or they mistake the institutions of 
the Romanesque period, now recessive in the emerging society, for the 
dominant ones. Even Jacob Burckhardt, one of the great interpreters of 
culture, made this mistake: indeed, he bears no small blame for the popu- 
lar falsification, for the reason that he attached to the concept “Renas- 
cence” every vivid outburst of medieval life, even if it occurred in the 
thirteenth century. 

The fact is that by the eleventh century Western Europe had at last 
broken through the cracked mold of Roman civilization: for better or 
worse, it now had its own life to live. This life took form in monastery 
and castle and newly founded town; and however much its outward ges- 
tures might be governed by the habits and compulsions and overmastering 
images of the past, it was no longer condemned to live a life of helpless 
renunciation: it had nothing to escape from except itself. If rejection re- 
mained the great theme of the Church, and if the Church itself remained 
the supreme institution of society, a tendency to cut loose from the sta- 
bilities and sanctions of a more troubled age nevertheless characterized 
the new culture. The slow monastic procession, chanting its plainsong, 
now became a bright-pennoned cavalcade. 

Even the Church was deeply affected by this change: perhaps the 
Ghurch above all ; for it was faced with the need to enlarge its own ideol- 
ogy so that it might take in all things human as well as those otherworldly. 
Defensively, Rome now prohibited the marriage of priests, lest the new 
flood of erotic energy overwhelm it and undermine its authority; dynam- 
ically, it reluctantly sanctioned a womanly redeemer, nearer to the popu- 
lar heart than the Holy Trinity — the Virgin Mary, for whom some of the 
greatest of the new Gothic churches were built, Notre Dame in Paris, 
the Marienkirche in Liibeck. 

In an effort to master the social processes that were undermining the 
very structure of Christian salvation, the new scholastic philosophy cre- 
ated a more rigid framework of doctrinal authority and ideological proof. 
Though the Church might still talk of sin and redemption, though there 
was still need to recognize one and effect the other, the existing corrup- 
tion was no longer that of the muck-pile, many feet deep, which formed 
classic civilization: it was no more than the night-soil which could be 
removed the next day. The problem was not how to cut out the rot in a 
dying culture: the problem was how to prune a burgeoning one. 
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The medieval economy, as it developed between the eleventh and the 
fifteenth century, rested on two pillars: a feudalized agriculture and a 
corporate municipal economy which regulated the greater part of indus- 
trial production, including the production of works of art. The feudal 
mode of existence had been the chief answer to post-Rojnan disorganiza- 
tion: it wove together the loyalties of the Germanic war-band with the 
necessities of the expropriated peasant and the runaway slave seeking or 
submitting to a new master. The hardening of this feudal pattern between 
the tenth and the fourteenth centuries gave rise to a series of bold re- 
actions: efforts to get around the feudal oath, to break free from slothful 
security, to establish new centers of loyalty in the free cities, a loyalty 
based on common economic and social purposes, on common humai|i 
needs. This brought about a characteristic change from custom to writteii 
law, from status to contract, from fixed, all-embracing duties to specified', 
privileges: from servility to civility. Crusade and pilgrimage, town charter 
and national parliament, all bore the same mark: they were attempts to 
escape both spatial restrictions and prescriptive duties. 

The signs of this change were many. The villein ran away to the new 
town: if he stayed there a year and a day he was free. Merchants, pro- 
tected by armed bands, began once more to venture across Europe: they 
founded great international fairs and built up an international trade in 
silks and spices, in wines, jewels, works of art. The illusion of isolation 
and the illusion of self-sufficiency cannot survive in a growing society; 
and the end of these illusions meant the end of both monastic and feudal 
autarchy. By the time Luther attempted to revive the principle of autarchy, 
it was already lost: to put autarchy into effect the new national states had 
to turn to imperialism, which is the internationalism of brigands. 

Colonization and crusades both left their mark on this new society. 
The opening up of new land in Europe, between 1000 and 1400, provided 
a fresh outlet for the population. Forests were felled, fens drained, in 
the thinly occupied parts of Northern Europe: the Cistercian order was 
active in this land reclamation. Every fresh acre of arable land, every 
new bam, every new water wheel, increased the working stock of agri- 
cultural capital: for the first time since Charlemagne there was energy to 
spare, and hardly less important, the will to exert it. Still another waste 
area was opened up: the Mediterranean, long closed to regular commerce 
by pirates. The Genoese and Venetians, arming their ships, ventured back 
upon the sea; they reopened a trade and intercourse which still existed 
at the time Charlemagne founded a library and hospital in Jerusalem. 

The Church, threatened by the growing power of the Arabs, did not 
passively wait for a fresh blow from Mahomet’s followers: it took the 
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offensive and led Christendom on a series of Crusades: the First Crusade 
was proclaimed by Innocent III. Threatened on its flank through the Moors 
in Spain, the Churcli opened up a second front. Many motives made the 
Crusades a popular cause: the desire for land, for trading stations, for 
booty: the desire Jo escape famine and to save souls, the desire to obtain 
merit toward a happier after-life by going on a pilgrimage to the Holy 
Sepulcher itself. But the underlying psychological drive was plainly a 
need for release from constraint: such a release as men get only when 
they go abroad and are out of their neighbors’ sight. The great fact about 
the Crusades, then, is that it was a movement. 

For the government of men, the Roman Church had found that fear 
and anxiety no longer sufficed: their restlessness and their pride must 
now be called into the service of Christian institutions. The Song of 
Roland, a secular epic, had already contained the suggestion of a Holy 
War against Islam; indeed, the idea of composing difficulties at home by 
uniting to attack a remote enemy continued to intrigue Christian minds 
for many centuries: down to Erasmus, otherwise so prudent and so be- 
nign, the suggestion was repeated. But the sheer vitality of the common 
sensual man must now also be reckoned with: he wanted to go places and 
see things. 

Joinville, the companion of Louis IX, tells in his memoirs how that 
pious king tried to make him “firmly believe the Christian laws which 
God has given us.” But it is plain that the King’s injunctions were about 
as^convincing to him as the Widder’s preaching was to Huck Finn. Once 
the King asked Joinville whether he had rather be a leper or have com- 
mitted or be about to commit a mortal sin. And how did Joinville reply? 
Like an honest man, “who would not tell a lie: that I would rather have 
committed thirty deadly sins than be a leper.” With people of Joinville’s 
strong frame and healthy appetites coming into the open, the Christian’s 
traditional concern over his sins was, to say the least, no longer morbid. 
Since the Church’s authority rested on man’s dire need for salvation in 
a world of sorrows and anxieties and disappointments, it was forced to 
reckon with these changes of temper. 

The Church found a form for the growing restlessness of medieval man 
in the pilgrimage: the pious visit to some great shrine, like the Chalice 
Well at Glastonbury, where Joseph of Arimathea was supposed to have 
dropped the Holy Grail, to Rome itself, where one might behold the 
Pope, or to Jerusalem, where one might walk on soil hallowed by Christ 
and his apostles. Pilgrims formed bands for mutual protection; and the 
holy mission leveled all travelers, so that Chaucer did no violence to fact 
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when he put the Knight and the Miller, the vulgar middle class widow 
and the refined nun, in the same cavalcade. 

One must remember, to appreciate the extent of this change, that the 
custom of making pilgrimages had been disapproved by some of the early 
fathers of the Church. “The Holy Life,” Gregory of Nys§a wrote, “is open 
to all, men and women alike. Of that contemplative life, the peculiar mark 
is modesty. But modesty is preserved in societies that live distinct and 
separate. . . . The necessities of a journey are continually apt to reduce 
this scrupulousness. ... Ye who fear the Lord, praise him in the places 
where ye now are.” Under the influence of the Cluniac monasteries, be- 
ginning in the tenth century, pilgrimages became increasingly frequent: 
the wandering knight, seeking adventure, the journeyman, getting wid^r 
experience in his trade, the traveling scholar, seeking a famous mastei^ 
were at one with the wayfaring pilgrim. Life itself was now a pilgrimage: 
it involved movement, progression, and a goal. One no longer waited for 
the next blow to fall, but went forth to meet and master one’s fate. When, 
in the fifteenth century, the movements of men sought wider horizons, 
their plans were still colored by pious memories, pious hopes: the con- 
quest of the New World was Christian Europe’s last great crusade. 

2: Love Breaks Bounds 

As the new tides of life swept over Europe, Venus arose once more 
from the waves. Love, violently excluded from the super-ego except in 
the most sublimated form, now came back with doubled intensity, and 
the service of Venus occupied a growing part of the human imagination. 

If avarice and sloth were perhaps the typical sins of the Dark Ages, 
lust was probably the most formidable sin of the medieval period. With 
the eleventh century erotic interest began to overflow and spread over 
every part of life: the lover gained general regard as a superior person, 
and the call of love upset even the life of the cloister: it tempted the great 
Abelard from his vocation, prompted knights to risk their lives in war 
or tournament, and introduced into prayers and devotions the douce 
womanly face of the Virgin Mary. The Virgin was so close to Venus that, 
like her pagan prototype, she even had a dark counterpart: the Black 
Madonna. The more biological Holy Family tended to replace the meta- 
physical Holy Trinity in the popular mind. 

For the Church, virginity was still the ideal state, particularly if 
dedicated to God. But in actual life, virginity meant little more than 
biological immaturity. In most classes of society, an early marriage for 
girls went with a relatively late marriage for men; for the latter had 
either to gain independence through advancement in their craft, or they 
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had to inherit, or receive by voluntary retirement, their father’s land. 
A girl put aside her dolls to find herself nursing a baby. As late as the 
fifteenth century, the Paston Letters show us a prospective husband, 
coaxing his wife-to-be to eat all her food, like a good little girl. Marriage 
at thirteen, fourteen, or fifteen left a girl no room for either physical or 
emotional development before marriage. Defrauded of her adolescence, 
was it any wonder that woman, reaching maturity, restored an adolescent 
conception of love to the very heart of the erotic life? 

Though the Church preached continence, it also emphasized the Old 
Testament belief in fertility. In country districts, as Homans reminds us, 
fornication was sometimes an accepted incident in courtship: it was the 
child that made marriage inevitable, not marriage that made the child 
possible. But once the family was in being, maturity, with all its responsi- 
bilities and prerogatives, was accepted: the family itself had the status 
of a public institution: it was an integral part of shop or farm or castle; 
and servants, helpers, retainers, not merely formed part of it but partici- 
pated in the love and protection first accorded to the child. Education, 
even for aristocratic youth, was essentially service in a family: the new 
grammar schools of the merchants in the towns while supplementing this 
conception with systematic book instruction, hardly replaced it. But the 
Church’s otherworldly ideals had an effect upon the erotic imagination; 
and there grew up a convention of romantic renunciation which has had 
an effect upon the Western super-ego ever since: possibly never more so 
than in the nineteenth century. 

•Courtly love was the name for this new erotic development. One of 
the great efforts of the twelfth century troubadours, self-conscious ex- 
ponents of love, was to lengthen the period of love’s probation. They 
sought to create for sexual passion a psychological distance, which was 
conspicuously lacking in the domestic and sanitary arrangements of the 
medieval household. In Provence, the earliest center to revive, the great- 
est of the troubadours composed their songs and elaborated a new love 
ritual: here the cult of love was associated with the heresy of Catharism, 
an offspring of Manicheean religion which had been preserved in the 
mountains of Bulgaria and reappeared in the South of France to present 
a bold, confident challenge to Christianity. The Catharists preached an ex- 
treme dualism of body and soul: the first was dark and ugly, the second 
was all purity and beauty. True love was an expression of the soul, a 
longing for the immaterial union of the lover and his beloved. Its essence 
was not physical union but fidelity and service. To woo was better than 
to win. 

Plainly there was something adolescent in this conception of love: one 
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can perhaps explain it as an imaginative attempt to enrich the limited 
and narrow experience of current marital conventions. By defaming the 
rites of sex, the Church had emptied them of any ideal content: even 
Thomas More, a sensitive enlightened man, spoke of sexual intercourse 
as if it were on the same level as urination: mere relief to a distended 
organ. Medieval sexual relations were abrupt and to the point. To make 
wooing more of an end in itself, the Court of Love in Provence decreed 
that the object of love must be already married: hence she was inviolate 
to her true lover. Yearning supplanted carnal conversation: the chivalrous 
lover, if he wished to keep his lady, ran away from her. 

Romantic love, as preached by the troubadours, as practiced in courts 
and cities, carried both Catharist and Christian dualism to their perverse 
conclusions: indeed, one suspects a vein of homosexuality in this doctrine, 
and one is not surprised to find that inversion was treated by the Catholic, 
Church as a sign of Catharist heresy. Was romantic love perhaps partly 
due, likewise, to the reactivation of the Oedipus Complex during adoles- 
cence: that protection against incest which makes woman seem a superior 
being, one whose least wish must be obeyed, and not least, one with whom 
copulation is forbidden, if not unthinkable? In maturer life, at all events, 
the etherealization of courtly love was an overcompensation for the mat- 
ter-of-factness of domestic love. But note the result. Romantic love gave 
to sexual attachment an unconditional quality that organic love never has. 
Unfulfilled love may feed on its own denial forever: but in real life, 
lovers do not look into each other’s eyes for eternity: they wrestle and 
become sweaty, they get hungry and want something to eat, or they get 
tired and fall asleep. In the romantic world of the troubadours love was 
never forced to accept the responsibilities of parenthood or risk the ups 
and downs of sharing a household together. 

No love is possible between man and wife, according to a decision in 
the Court of Love held by the Countess of Champagne in 1174; for, pur- 
sued the decision, “whereas lovers grant to each other favors freely and 
from no legal necessity, married people have the duty of obeying each 
other’s wishes and of refusing nothing to each other.” In this decision love 
itself was made to participate in that general change from relations of 
status to those of free choice: to make sexuality itself an attribute of per- 
sonality rather than an institutional fixture. But this effort was so contrary 
to the whole burden of tradition, it so detached erotic feelings from do- 
mestic, economic, and religious usages, that it could find no form in 
society: romantic love appears ultimately as a death wish. 

The great legend of Tristan, so realistic in its treatment of the low 
stratagems that usually attend adultery, is also remorseless in its revela- 
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tion of the essential sterility and morbidity of isolated romantic love. 
Neither Tristan nor Iseult wholly give themselves to each other: neither 
is capable of renunciation for the sake of the other’s fulfillment — Tris- 
tan’s career as an honorable knight, Iseult’s life as a loyal wife. Their 
final fate, in Gottfried of Strassburg’s poem, is to go off to the Grotto of 
Love, with its brass door barred with bolts: there, sitting side by side 
like two hermits, they tell each other tales of those who had suffered or 
died for love before them. Is their final mood love or hate? 

Medieval love, reacting against a boredom bom of mere concern for 
physical needs, posed one of the deepest problems of sexuality: how shall 
married lovers remain in love and recapture the possibilities that fresh 
courtship awakens. But medieval practice left a remedy that could only 
prolong the original disease. The precious moment of love, so well de- 
scribed in the earlier episodes of Tristan, could not last forever: after 
three years the love potion wears off: after three years the lovers who 
cling to the purity of their initial passion simply cannot stand each other. 
Pure passion, like pure thought, must eventually submit to a common 
domicile and a corporate life: it must accept growth and change, new 
interests and new duties, if it is not to wither at the roots. 

The actual love of Abelard and Heloise differed from the mythical 
love of Tristan and Iseult because it brought into a single lifetime almost 
all the possibilities of human love: lust and friendship, discipleship and 
parenthood, dedication and renunciation. From this archetypal story, 
celebrated in popular song almost before the lovers’ bed was cold, one 
nfay understand what this society had to reckon with when it presented 
a code of conduct framed for the survivors of a corrupt and dying society 
to a community bursting with the brave insolence of life. 

Abelard and Heloise, the great scholar in his prime, the clever young 
girl in her first flush of loveliness, were not courtly lovers: their love was 
no plaintive song of non-fulfillment. Open marriage was impossible to 
Abelard without a loss of his status in the Church, which meant in effect 
becoming an intellectual outcast as well: hence they came together, under 
the very eye of Heloise’s guardian, in that magnificent recklessness of 
delight which is close to the recklessness of despair. When Heloise found 
herself with child their love, paradoxically, reached a dead end: the ter- 
rible castration of Abelard, devised by Heloise’s uncle, only turned an 
impossible hope into a goading defeat. 

In the melancholy correspondence into which this passionate tie sub- 
sided, the outstanding fact is the unrepentance of Heloise: she declared 
that she did not take the convent’s veil for Christ’s sake but for Abelard’s 
sake. “In the whole of my life (God wot!) I have ever feared to offend 
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thee rather than God: I seek to please thee more than Him.” Nor does she 
deceive herself for a moment as to what she has lost, though her words 
must have cut Abelard’s unyielding spirit like a goad. She remembers 
the incentives of lust and the warm pleasures of the body: those who call 
her chaste, she says, have not discovered the hypocrite an her. Her body 
yields, but her mind does not consent to be cut off from her lover. And 
the years do not quiet her. 

Loyal to Abelard, Heloise still feels the call of sex: she baits him with 
questions about conduct, just to have the occasion to use words that recall 
vivid sexual feeling. Should an Abbess, she asks him, extend hospitality 
to men and eat with her guests. “Oh, how easy a step to the destruction 
of the souls of men and women is their dwelling together in one place). 
But especially at table, where gluttony prevails and drunkenness, and 
wine is drunk with enjoyment, wherein is luxury.” These are the words\ 
of a woman of spirit who knows herself for what she is: clean in heart, 
fierce in love, proud of her role as mistress and parent, far more proud 
of her sins than of her life of renunciation, though in that life her love 
had given proof of its unselfishness: morally superior to Iseult’s greedy 
clutching for the mere shadow of love. 

The Catholic Church had no mold for the life that Abelard and Heloise 
were capable of living and sharing: it had opened too wide a gap between 
the erotic and the spiritual; and though it could by a rigorous sublima- 
tion give to the latter some of the benefit of its erotic energy, it had no 
formula for the reverse process. These lovers had either to become out- 
casts or to make their love outcast. Because the assault that made Abelard 
a eunuch decided that question automatically, the issue was never fought 
out; though but for his physiological handicap Abelard might have risen 
to Heloise’s brave challenge. 

3: The Price of Dualism 

For all its new energies, medieval society continued the warfare be- 
tween soul and body, between the holy life and the earthly life: in that, 
the troubadour and the priest were one. This dualism was one of the 
sources of its eventual disintegration. Dante and Petrarch were each in 
love with a feminine phantasm: not his own wife, not a mistress, but one 
who was beheld at a distance and worshiped without any solid hope of a 
nearer approach. The three most important love poets at the close of the 
high Middle Age, Dante, Cino da Pistoia, and Petrarch, lost their ideal 
mistresses by death. But death was the only possible terminus for such 
an idealized relation: the beloved could live on only in the imagination, 
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a Blessed Damozel leaning out from the gold bar of Heaven. The adora- 
tion of the Virgin Mary was the collective expression of this animus. 

What chance had’ a wife against such unearthly rivals? She served 
merely as a receptacle for frustrated passion: at best, her life was in her 
brood. Who indeed became the model wife in an age that dedicated itself 
to courtly ladies and heavenly virgins? The writers of the Middle Ages 
answer with one voice: The Goodman of Paris says the same as the writer 
of the Decameron. The ideal of married womanhood is the patient 
Griselda. Griselda’s allegiance to her husband is so constant, her attitude 
is so replete with bovine submission, that she endures the crudest trials 
to the human feelings without a murmur, without a doubt as to the decency 
of her husband’s position, without a question as to his authority: “what 
the old man does is always right.” Aquinas rated patience lower even than 
the secular virtues; but the patient Griselda was what the men of the 
Middle Ages wanted. When they thought of family love, they thought of 
a creature who ideally took orders like a servant and accepted her bitter 
destiny like a slave: who would see nothing and endure everything — 
the Fair Annie of the ballad. 

In medieval love, if the highest ideal was too high, the lowest was too 
low: the Queen of Heaven and Patient Griselda, Dante’s divine mistress, 
Beatrice, and his real wife, were too far apart to be embodied in a single 
person. The descent of the erotic impulse itself, as the Church lost its 
hold on the popular mind, can be followed step by step in literature: one 
need only trace the path from the sonnets of Petrarch through the Ro- 
mance of the Rose as completed by Jean de Meun down to the bawdy love 
poems of Villon to cover the whole distance. In the Romance of the Rose, 
the apparatus of courtly allegory and veiled reference remains; but the 
whole theme of the poem concerns the approach, not to a disembodied 
spirit, but to an earthly woman whose genitals are symbolized by the rose. 
Nature, according to Jean, is engaged in an eternal struggle against 
Death: man alone sometimes willfully abets her enemy by refraining from 
procreation. Love — “willing, waking love” — has now become an ideal 
goal: it is virginity that has become suspect and chastity that brings no 
reward. 

This naturalism was not an extravagant departure in an age that pa- 
tiently followed pious maxims; far from it. Without the tedious apparatus 
of learned allegory, the same attitude was present in The Miller’s Tale in 
Chaucer, with a more healthy comic touch of earthiness. This great chal- 
lenge to the accepted Christian way of life did not come from avowed 
heretics; it came rather from those who, still calling themselves Chris- 
tians, rejected the restrictions and inhibitions the Church had placed on 
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their natural functions. If the bawdiness of the late medieval period was 
almost as dream-ridden as its chivalrous romanticism, as Huizinga sug- 
gests, it nevertheless brought into the very heart of this culture a re- 
pressed constellation of interests which now demanded open acknowledg- 
ment. , 

Though one hesitates to call sex itself a sort of heresy to the Christian 
way of life, it might nevertheless push one into heresy. Listen to the 
effect of Nicolette on the orthodoxy of Aucassin: those two popular char- 
acters of medieval fable and song. 

“In Paradise,” exclaims Aucassin, “what have I to do? I care npt to 
enter, but only to have Nicolette, my very sweet friend, whom I lovte so 
dearly well. For into Paradise go none but such people as I will tell you 
of. There go those aged priests, and those old cripples, and the maimed 
who all day long and all night long cough before the altars, and in the 
crypts beneath the Churches; those who go in worn old mantles and old 
tattered habits; who are naked and barefoot, and full of sores; who are 
dying of hunger and thirst, of cold and wretchedness. Such as these enter 
Paradise and with them I have nought to do. But in Hell I will go. For 
to Hell go the fair clerks and the fair knights who are slain in the tourney 
and the great wars, and the stout archer and the loyal man. With them 
will I go. And there go the fair and courteous ladies, who have friends 
two or three, together with their wedded lords. And there pass the gold 

l t 6 S1 ^ Ver ’ tbe ermine a °d all rich furs, harpers and minstrels, and 
the happy of the world. With these will I go, so only that I have Nicolette 
my very sweet friend, by my side.” . ’ 

When such words could be uttered and repeated in public one thing 
was sure: Heaven and Hell had already become, for a part of the popula- 
tion, chiefly figures of speech: otherworldly promises no longer sufficed 
to serve as substitutes for present goods. Did not our Nicolette, indeed, 
cure a pilgrim near to death by appearing before him and raising her 
gown and smock, so that he might behold all that a girl could offer 
to recall him to this world? The psychology was excellent: Venus, too, 
could perform miracles in restoring the dead to life. 

ere is a new spirit, a new vitality: under the sweetest forms of courtesy, 

the velr r i2ftq th ^ r ^ T f t0 the Decameron. Here is the spirit which, in 
their P, J^ 3 ’j nfeCted merchants and the craftsmen, and especially 
“ lords > according to the Chronicler, Villari, in Florence. “A 

in white Com P° sed of a thousand people who, all clad 

esSn 1 em8eIveS J he Servants of L° ve - They a rrang ; d a suc . 

dances witb Iadies; nobIes and bour - 
e sound of trumpets and music, in wild delight to and 
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fro, and held festive banquets at midday and at night. This Court of Love 
lasted nearly two months, and it was the first and most famous that had 
ever been in Florence, or in all Tuscany.” 

In the Middle Ages, then, Jove ran the full gamut of expression: austere 
divine Jove withJBemard of Clairvaux, compassionate human love with 
Francis of Assisi, courtly love with the troubadours, Platonic love with 
Petrarch and Dante, carnal love with Jean de Meun and Frangois Villon, 
irrational passionate love with Gottfried of Strassburg, organically ma- 
ture love with Heloise and Abelard. In some degree, the ideals and prac- 
tices of medieval love overcame the crippling paradox of Christian doc- 
trine; for originally that doctrine, founded on love, had, thanks to the 
influence of Paul and his successors, sternly rooted out those natural occa- 
sions that testify to love’s ideal capacities and feed it: the love of a man 
and a woman, the love of parents for children, the love of friends and 
neighbors: the natural prelude to every sublimation, to every wider shar- 
ing, of love. In seeking to purify love, Christianity had actually sterilized 
it: made it hard, formal, spinsterish, restrictive. Love of God turned into 
a mere hatred of man’s animal impulses; and love, denying its own roots, 
became strained and pathological, seeking to recover its lost ground sur- 
reptitiously by brooding over the Song of Solomon and turning its exultant 
eroticism into a fable about the Church’s union with Christ. Through the 
cult of the Holy Family, the people of the Middle Ages overcame their 
tendency toward metaphysical dualism even in sexual relations; and their 
practice was in fact more ideal than their idealizations. On this point, I 
weuld cite the testimony of a contemporary psychiatrist, Dr. Gregory 
Zilboorg: 

“Families were large and parents were able to live their instinctual 
lives on a fully adult, genital level. They were physiologically as well 
as psychologically real fathers and real mothers. The cult of an affec- 
tionate and obedient attitude toward the actual father and his socialized 
equivalent was universal. All along the line of psychological father sub- 
stitutes — from the benevolent authority of the Church through the protec- 
tive and considerate authority of the master of the guild to that of the real 
head of the family — there operated the principle of being loved and 
taught and protected and being grateful and loving and responsive in 
return for love and protection at the hands of the father. It was an almost 
ideal psychological constellation of adulthood, from the standpoint of the 
proper alignment of instinctual drives.” 

So much for the medieval achievement: a great re-orientation, par- 
ticularly when one remembers the original Christian need to overcompen- 
sate against the self-defeating sexuality of the classic world. 
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Nevertheless, a series of fissures ran through the medieval conception 
of love and weakened its integrity. Though it encompassed every phase 
of erotic activity between unawakened virginity and placid senescence, 
it tended to fix each phase in a separate station of life and even in a sepa- 
rate social caste. No single life was supposed to encompass love in all its 
varieties: if holy, one was excluded from family life, if dedicated to 
motherhood, one was excluded from the platonic excitements and blan- 
dishments of courtship. Hence the successive phases of a developing erotic 
experience were turned into states of premature arrest; and for an or- 
ganically mature love there was no established life-pattern that recon- 
ciled the holiness men desired with desires that too easily became ^un- 
holy. In re-asserting the claims of love, the Middle Ages identified it\all 
too quickly with unsuppressed carnality: and that way was no less a 
blind alley than the flushed asceticism of the Catharists. \ 

4: The Brothers of the Open Road 

Joachim of Flora, born around 1130, was the herald of a new move- 
ment. He announced it in a series of prophetic visions whose palpable 
heresy did not prevent his getting a patent from the Pope to set up a new 
monastic order. In a grand conspectus of history, Joachim outlined the 
three ages of man. The first was the Age of God the Father, lasting from 
Adam to Christ. Like the Manichees, he regarded this as a carnal period. 
The Age of the Son, from Jesus to Benedict of Nursia, was an age of 
grace, partly given to the body, partly to the spirit. The final age, the age 
of the Holy Spirit, belonged to the monks: it began with Benedict and 
would reach its first consummation around 1260: an age of liberty and 
joy: an age when the sacraments would be suspended and the world would 
be ruled directly by love. Fear, law, a life of labor governed the first 
period: wisdom and grace and discipline belonged to the second: but the 
third period was to be one of love and happiness, fulfilled in a life of 
contemplation. 

However shocking to medieval doctrine was this separation of the Holy 
Trinity, Joachim’s philosophy of history seized the imagination of adven- 
turous minds. As late as 1349, Rienzi sought out the Emperor Charles IV 
at Prague and repeated the gist of Joachim’s apocalypse: he even pre- 
dicted that a universal religion would be established by 1357, and that 
the Pope, the Emperor, and Rienzi, as Roman Tribune, would form a 
trinity to represent God on earth. But before that abortive mission took 
place, Joachim had served as John the Baptist for a greater, if less philo- 
sophic, personality: Francis of Assisi. 

The life of Francis of Assisi was almost as marked by contrasts as that 
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of Jesus. He was bom to the family of a well-to-do merchant, around 
1189; and his adolescent years found him one of the gay irresponsibles 
of his little town; one who liked to play pranks, enjoy pleasures, dress 
like a lord. A succession of little incidents altered this lightness, or rather, 
put his divine lenity at the service of mankind. While waiting on cus- 
tomers in his father’s shop, he turned out a poor beggar who had asked 
for a few pennies in Christ’s name. When the beggar was gone, Francis 
became horrified over his own callousness, on realizing that if the beggar 
had mentioned some local magnate, instead of Christ, Francis would im- 
mediately have given him the money. 

Step by step during the next two years Francis withdrew from his com- 
panions; finally, much to his father’s anger and disgust, he decided to 
withdraw from his father’s business, which was marked by dishonesty 
and avarice. Meditating on the character and mission of Christ, Francis 
sought to imitate it and follow his example. He drew around him a group 
of men and women who renounced property in every form, and who took 
to the highways to preach the original words of Christ and to live in his 
spirit. At the very height of medieval Christianity, in the century that saw 
its magnificent consummation in architecture and philosophy and poetry, 
Francis resumed the task of Jesus: the task of dismantling and disembody- 
ing human institutions and challenging their mighty triumphs. As the last 
stone was lifted to close the tomb, where the dead body might repose for- 
ever, the person reappeared: transfigured. 

The guiding principles of the Franciscans were love and poverty: with 
love they welcomed poverty, and in poverty their riches lay in love. But 
instead of withdrawing themselves from the society of other men, to 
achieve a waxen holiness, they sought it precisely in companionship and 
service. The troubadour of God, as Francis was well called, incarnated a 
gay, giving spirit: in his holy innocence, he would cast off every article of 
dress and preach to a congregation, in order to bring home the fact that 
the soul was not bound up with its clothes or its buildings, but faced its 
divine destiny in all nakedness. Though he preached much, his life was 
his ultimate word. 

The contrast between the new friars and the old monks was, by the thir- 
teenth century, an overwhelming one. Despite numerous efforts to reinstate 
the rigors of an earlier age, the monks had done all too well by them- 
selves: even their good works contradicted their original intentions. Once 
they had retired to the wilderness to live a life of holy contemplation; 
but, as Abelard had pointed out, they had multiplied “their dwellings on 
the pretext of hospitality” and had turned into a city “that solitude which 
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they sought.” This life tended to produce self-centeredness and self- 
complacence. 

Francis challenged current religious conventions in two ways. First of 
all, he denied that Christianity could be segregated or that its prescrip- 
tions for a holy life applied to the Church alone and npt to the laity. He 
felt, too, that everyone must be freshly converted to a Christian way of 
life; and the very fact that he believed this, and applied the doctrine even 
to the officers of the Church, no less than to the rich man, poor man, mer- 
chant, thief, doctor, beggar, and feudal chief, shows how far Christiapity 
had failed in its original task. What Jesus had taught had been forgotten: 
the Church had disembarrassed itself of the daring peripatetic moralist 
and centered attention almost exclusively upon the sacrificial god $nd 
that god’s expositors, Paul, Augustine, Gregory. Francis’s great achieve- 
ment was that he restored, in his proper person, the defaced image \of 
Jesus: at least he made the humanity of Jesus credible again by the 
humble beauty of his own actions. 

With the simplicity of the wise, Francis took Jesus’s words literally 
and did him reverence by attempting to carry them out. If Jesus said one 
must be poor, then one must in fact give away one’s wealth: this doctrine 
was a guide for daily living, and could not be satisfied by any death- 
bed bequests to charity. If buildings, by their fixity, keep one from serv- 
ing where one is needed, and meeting quickly whatever problems life 
brings forth, then one must do without buildings, not omit service. Here 
Francis’s insight was profound: every fresh movement of the spirit in- 
volves a casting off of the old body, the old garments: even the grandest 
works of art must be treated as reckless trifles, mere improvisations, to 
be abandoned or destroyed on a moment’s notice as soon as they begin 
to stifle the spirit — abandoned with the faith that while the spirit remains 
alive it will produce as good or better as soon as needed. One must live, 
as Augustine had observed, according to the creator, not according to the 
created thing; and this applied to the human creator no less than to the 
divine one. It was no accident that Francis sang his Canticle to the 
Sun under the open sky, and preached his overflowing love for all life to 
the creatures of the field and the forest. Under the open sky Francis was 
at home. The squirrels and the foxes, the falcons and the doves, might 
understand him. 

By accepting Jesus as his daily model, Francis for a brief time restored 
the spontaneous affirmations of Christian faith. Heedless of clothes, un- 
trammeled by property, cast loose from obligations to follow a trade 
steadily or preserve a condition in society, the Franciscan could at last 
work in the spirit of love, from which self-love was almost wholly parted. 
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Women, too, were equals now in a way they had never been under the 
monastic dispensatipn: the love of Clare and Francis made possible a 
woman’s order under the same dispensation. At that great meeting of the 
Franciscans at Portiuncula, in which Dominic participated, one notes with 
amusement the Spaniard’s apparent discomfort over the lack of plan, 
method, authority: the absence of decent living accommodations, the fail- 
ure to provide beforehand for the commissary. Yet when Dominic found 
that the people of the district brought provisions to the several thousand 
friars that were assembled, in greater quantity than was needed, he was 
profoundly moved: gospel poverty no longer seemed a literary figment. 
So Dominic went into retreat and founded a parallel order of preach- 
ing friars. 

As for Francis himself, he had no wish originally to create an order: 
still less did he dream of incorporating the principle of mendicancy. 
What he sought to create was a new attitude toward labor, to infuse all 
work with the spirit of fellowship, to create a group of people, united by 
the simple duties of accepting poverty and service in a spirit of glad out- 
goingness: people who might even remain in their trade or in their house- 
hold, provided they stripped themselves of material props. The brother 
or sister of Francis might ask for alms for others, not for himself; his 
duty was to do whatever work lay at hand that would compensate for the 
bare bed or meal he received. 

This was a popular creed ; and the fact that it was popular is evidence 
of a growing sense of conflict between formal professions and actual prac- 
tices that many of the new middle classes experienced. So long as agri- 
culture was the mainstay of life, poverty was natural and Christian sim- 
plicity required no effort. Now, with trade and urban building, riches and 
the temptations of riches were always near; and those who respected the 
tenets of Christian faith could scarcely respect themselves when they so 
frequently flouted its central doctrines. At the beginning of the thirteenth 
century the order of Humiliates, or people vowed to a humble life, offered 
Francis a precedent. Even when the Franciscan order was threatened by 
its very overpopularity, by its worldly success, similar groups like the 
Waldensians would spread. Under pressure from the Papacy Francis 
finally institutionalized his order; but he still provided for Friars Minor, 
people who continued to follow their callings but who received the reward 
of their labor in kind. 

But what happened to Francis’s vision? Within his own lifetime, its 
essential insights were betrayed and its principles undermined. This order, 
which challenged the unchristian preoccupations of the Church, became a 
useful instrument of the Papacy: in spite of Francis, the order accepted 
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they sought.” This life tended to produce self-centeredness and self- 
complacence. 

Francis challenged current religious conventions in two ways. First of 
all, he denied that Christianity could be segregated or that its prescrip- 
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With the simplicity of the wise, Francis took Jesus’s words literally 
and did him reverence by attempting to carry them out. If Jesus said one 
must be poor, then one must in fact give away one’s wealth: this doctrine 
was a guide for daily living, and could not be satisfied by any death- 
bed bequests to charity. If buildings, by their fixity, keep one from serv- 
ing where one is needed, and meeting quickly whatever problems life 
brings forth, then one must do without buildings, not omit service. Here 
Francis’s insight was profound: every fresh movement of the spirit in- 
volves a casting off of the old body, the old garments: even the grandest 
works of art must be treated as reckless trifles, mere improvisations, to 
be abandoned or destroyed on a moment’s notice as soon as they begin 
to stifle the spirit — abandoned with the faith that while the spirit remains 
alive it will produce as good or better as soon as needed. One must live, 
as Augustine had observed, according to the creator, not according to the 
created thing; and this applied to the human creator no less than to the 
divine one. It was no accident that Francis sang his Canticle to the 
Sun under the open sky, and preached his overflowing love for all life to 
the creatures of the field and the forest. Under the open sky Francis was 
at home. The squirrels and the foxes, the falcons and the doves, might 
understand him. 

By accepting Jesus as his daily model, Francis for a brief time restored 
the spontaneous affirmations of Christian faith. Heedless of clothes, un- 
trammeled by property, cast loose from obligations to follow a trade 
steadily or preserve a condition in society, the Franciscan could at last 
work in the spirit of love, from which self-love was almost wholly parted. 
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Franciscans at Portiuncula, in which Dominic participated, one notes with 
amusement the Spaniard’s apparent discomfort over the lack of plan, 
method, authority: the absence of decent living accommodations, the fail- 
ure to provide beforehand for the commissary. Yet when Dominic found 
that the people of the district brought provisions to the several thousand 
friars that were assembled, in greater quantity than was needed, he was 
profoundly moved: gospel poverty no longer seemed a literary figment. 
So Dominic went into retreat and founded a parallel order of preach- 
ing friars. 

As for Francis himself, he had no wish originally to create an order: 
still less did he dream of incorporating the principle of mendicancy. 
What he sought to create was a new attitude toward labor, to infuse all 
work with the spirit of fellowship, to create a group of people, united by 
the simple duties of accepting poverty and service in a spirit of glad out- 
goingness: people who might even remain in their trade or in their house- 
hold, provided they stripped themselves of material props. The brother 
or sister of Francis might ask for alms for others, not for himself; his 
duty was to do whatever work lay at hand that would compensate for the 
bare bed or meal he received. 

This was a popular creed ; and the fact that it was popular is evidence 
of a growing sense of conflict between formal professions and actual prac- 
tices that many of the new middle classes experienced. So long as agri- 
culture was the mainstay of life, poverty was natural and Christian sim- 
plicity required no effort. Now, with trade and urban building, riches and 
the temptations of riches were always near; and those who respected the 
tenets of Christian faith could scarcely respect themselves when they so 
frequently flouted its central doctrines. At the beginning of the thirteenth 
century the order of Humiliates, or people vowed to a humble life, offered 
Francis a precedent. Even when the Franciscan order was threatened by 
its very overpopularity, by its worldly success, similar groups like the 
Waldensians would spread. Under pressure from the Papacy Francis 
finally institutionalized his order; but he still provided for Friars Minor, 
people who continued to follow their callings but who received the reward 
of their labor in kind. 

But what happened to Francis’s vision? Within his own lifetime, its 
essential insights were betrayed and its principles undermined. This order, 
which challenged the unchristian preoccupations of the Church, became a 
useful instrument of the Papacy: in spite of Francis, the order accepted 
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gifts for itself and built buildings. They worked less and they begged 
more: their eloquence as preachers filled the churches with listeners but 
robbed the world of their own more eloquent practice. Apart from the 
example of Francis himself, the main contribution of his preaching 
friars was to turn attention from the ritual of the mass <to the inspiration 
of the spoken word. Going on missions in every part of Europe, indeed 
invading the Saracen world in the person of Francis, the friars spread the 
words of the gospel, in the language of the common man, as it had not per- 
haps been spread since the Apostolic Age. Afoot and light-hearted, the 
Franciscans took to the open road. That movement, from the cloister to 
the cathedral, from the cathedral to the marketplace and the palace and 
the town hall, culminated in the Roman Church with the Jesuits. 

Francis preached, not Christ crucified, but Christ arisen and at work 
in the hearts of men: he lived and taught with a tenderness, a compassion, 
an inner joy, for which the word Franciscan, with all its overtones, is 
alone adequate. Such lovers as Francis are rare in any age; such sincerity 
as Francis showed in matching faith and acts keeps alive a sense of man- 
kind’s utmost possibilities. But the frustrations and contradictions in Fran- 
cis’s career illustrate the limits of his understanding no less than the diffi- 
culties of his task. 

Now the first thing to note in appraising Francis’s essential failure was 
that, in turning his back on his father’s shop, he was choosing the easiest 
way of following Christ. Voluntary poverty and beggary both automati- 
cally remove one from the temptations that go with wealth; but they both 
assume without critical reflection the existence of other men and worfien 
who continue to live under these temptations, so that they may produce 
that surplus on which a holy life — or an intellectual life — must depend. 
Unless human society itself is to disappear, the majority of men must 
devote themselves to planting, spinning, building, bartering, providing; 
and in the nature of things, this constant preoccupation with the means 
of living tends to give instruments the status of ends. The great problem 
for the growing middle classes in Francis’s day was how— =in Ruskin’s 
words about his father — one could remain in trade and be an “entirely 
honest merchant.” That was the problem the Flemish weavers had set for 
themselves in the twelfth century when they founded the order of Beguins. 
Bergson pointed out that though mysticism evokes asceticism, the charity 
and love that arise out of the mystic’s experience of the whole would not 
spread if humanity were obsessed by fear and hunger. Man will rise above 
earthly things only if he has the earth to stand on: “in other words, the 
mystical summons up the mechanical.” Charles Peguy underlined this 
point by stressing the difference between salutary poverty and sheer desti- 



MEDIEVAL SYNTHESIS 


125 

tution. So the problem of life in Francis’s period was not to emphasize the 
renunciations appropriate to a dying culture: the new task was to hold a 
balance between worldly mastery and the spiritual demands of justice 
and brotherhood. It was easy to denounce the flesh and flee from the 
scene: but such virtue was too lightly purchased. 

The true path of Christian economics lay through the development of 
the guild. Here was a fellowship which at first subjected trade to other 
aims than mere worldly success: honest standards of workmanship and 
measure: a leisured pace and esthetic sensitiveness in actual work: broth- 
erly relations between worker and worker, filial relations between appren- 
tice and master: sympathy for the departed and relief for the widowed 
and orphaned — all these developments were of a life-fulfilling nature. In 
economics, the Christian super-ego that Francis offered was only a nega- 
tive one. Whereas if the guild had received the intellectual and moral 
attention that the individual soul received, it might have passed from the 
stage of protective isolation to that of dynamic unification, from a local 
monopolistic equilibrium to a co-operative commonwealth. Lacking such 
impetus, the agents of unification in post-medieval society were on the side 
of aggression and exploitation. 

But Francis was guilty of an even grosser obtuseness and an even more 
serious self-betrayal. He sought to get rid of all the encumbrances to 
Christian living; and he completely forgot, or rather, he heartily em- 
braced, the most formidable of all these encumbrances in the thirteenth 
century, the Roman Church itself. He bade men renounce property — and 
worked hand in hand with the greatest owner of properties. He renounced 
worldly wealth — and bowed obsequiously to the institution that com- 
manded the greatest store of wealth. This was a one-sided renunciation: 
Francis thought himself back into the life of Christ and yet he was too 
blind to make the final effort that would have put him on the same level 
as Jesus. By his very docility he demonstrated that there was no real 
turning back. 

Have we not here the source of the betrayal and corruption of Francis- 
canism even in its own time? Ideal patterns that are inappropriate to their 
environment are as incapable of surviving as biological maladaptations: 
there must be an underlying connection between the universal and the 
local with its special pressures and needs and claims. Every past achieve- 
ment in culture, no matter how high, is only a reminder of a new way 
of life that must be sought, not a substitute for it. Francis chose to follow 
an archaic pattern. Like the courtly love that the troubadours celebrated, 
the way chosen by God’s troubadour pulled further apart practical and 
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spiritual activities that were already separated — and in return the practi- 
cal dominated his order and brought it down to the common level. 

Franciscanism widened the breach between the Christian ideal of holi- 
ness and the new capitalism that was in process of formation: in later 
times, it did nothing to prevent a steady loss of mutual <aid and brotherly 
equality within the guilds and the municipalities. In this it resembled 
those forms of utopian socialism which remained outside the co-operative 
and the trades union movements of the nineteenth century. The result of 
Francis’s failure to understand and direct the developing forces of me- 
dieval society was pitiful: less than a century after Francis’s death, ac- 
cording to Coulton, four of his friars were publicly burned at Marseilles 
“for adhering with heretical obstinacy to their master’s first ideal of 
poverty.” 

Francis was in love with life and he lived a life of love: that example 
was beautiful in itself, but ineffectual for the community. What Francis 
actually achieved as an organizer of Christian life could have been accom- 
plished by a Dominic: did not Dominic in fact accomplish it? In a little 
while Francis’s friars would join Dominic’s in combating heresy. He left 
the task of intellectual understanding to Thomas Aquinas; he abandoned 
the will-to-justice to Wycliffe, the Lollards, the Waldensians. Even that 
love which prompted Francis to wash the sores of lepers was less effective, 
indeed less kind to afflicted humanity, than the new medieval medical 
practice of isolation, which, though it might narrow the province of love, 
also lessened the incidence of this disease and finally wiped it out. The 
love that Francis preached needed the support of positive knowledge, eco- 
nomic foresight, rational order, so that it might also take firm hold of 
the university, the guild, the court of justice, the parliament. As an iso- 
lated and dissociated love, Francis’s divine love, like Tristan’s carnal love, 
was doomed to defeat. 

5: Cathedral-Building and Scholasticism 

The thirteenth century was an age of high energies and great construc- 
tive activities. Its two greatest collective products — the Gothic cathedral 
and scholastic philosophy — stand in strong opposition. The cathedral was 
an image of medieval society as a whole and expressed its utmost vitality. 
Scholastic philosophy was a reflection of the new super-ego. The first 
risked security for the sake of its own audacious self-fulfillment: the sec- 
ond courted stultification for the sake of finality. 

The new type of church building actually flaunted its daring construc- 
tional logic: punctuated by thinning walls, made more spectacular by 
widening windows, the gigantic cathedrals of Notre Dame or Winchester 
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thrust their weight into the upper air: their great towers or spires were 
lances thrown into jhe infinite. In the moment of breaking away from the 
stolid securities of Romanesque architecture, the builders of these cathe- 
drals showed their confidence in the self-sustaining energies of their own 
community, using thrust and counter-thrust to raise higher the fanning 
vaults of the nave, sometimes enclosing and leaving untouched portions 
of the old building they lacked the patience to tear down or the respect 
to carry through to completion. The whole structure was in a state of 
dynamic tension. These builders weakened the dogma of the wall in order 
to lift it higher with the flying buttress of reason. 

Sometimes the builder’s faith over-reached itself and the whole struc- 
ture would collapse before it was finished, like a pyramid of acrobats 
that tumbles to the ground before the last man succeeds in balancing him- 
self on the topmost shoulders. Proverbially, these cathedrals remained 
unfinished in the generation that conceived them. Unique among architec- 
tural forms, the Gothic cathedral allowed for and incorporated the changes 
wrought by history: successive layers of time and culture were worked 
into the fabric without destroying the living unity: the towers of West- 
minster Abbey were raised by Wren only in the seventeenth century and 
great parts of Cologne and Ulm Cathedrals were not built until the nine- 
teenth century. So the audacity of the medieval builder was mixed with 
humility: he left something to time, chance, fate. 

In conception and in constructional daring, the Cathedral was the crys- 
tallization of a new spirit: its symbolism went much further than the for- 
mulated dogmas and the conscious reason of its age, for it embodied the 
conflicts, even the heresies, that were an integral part of the real com- 
munity. By the fourteenth century the Romanesque catacomb had turned 
into a brilliant lantern : light poured into it by day through the wine-red 
and sapphire-blue windows, and every change in the sky, from morning 
to night, was recorded in altered light and color within. Fantastic shapes 
that brooded batlike in the upper air competed for the eye with stone 
sculptures nearer at hand: nestling birds, sprays of hawthorn and twin- 
ing grape leaves, that seemed like nature trapped unawares in the rock, 
gave way to the attenuated shapes of noble men and women, saints and 
kings, symbols of wisdom, piety, or honor, gravely arrayed about the 
portals. The dream of the Middle Ages now became palpable in stone and 
glass and wood and iron. 

Gargoyle and Virgin, flying buttress and glass wall, utilitarian organ 
loft and decorated choir stall, earth and sky, were thus wrought into a liv- 
ing unity. The Gothic cathedral was a true epitome of medieval life, inner 
and outer; for it possessed qualities that went far beyond the greatest 
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rational formulations: above all, in its originality, its gift for improvisa- 
tion, its readiness to accept tension and to welcome 9hange. The Gothic 
cathedral came to sudden life in the thirteenth century and already, by 
the fifteenth, it was singing its swan song. But when one recalls the feeble 
mechanical energies commanded by medieval Europe, asi age of limited 
manpower and even more limited horsepower, the Cathedral bears witness 
to a concentration of vitality and power that ranks with the greatest epochs 
in history. 

In sum, the Cathedral was more than the stone Bible of mankind, as 
Victor Hugo was finally to call it; for it was likewise the Grand Ency- 
clopedia: the sum of medieval knowledge as well as medieval faith. 
Indeed, this building became the solid core around which the acts and 
ceremonies of life were wound, as around an iron armature, in order to 
raise to higher tension the current of daily living. Polyphonic music now 
translated into sound the complicated visual music of the stones them- 
selves. Each man had his part; each order, each class, had its part; every 
member of corporate society, from beggar to king, realized his own exist- 
ence within an audible, visible, rational whole. Here medieval beauty, 
strength, sanctity, and science found their ultimate embodiment. 

Scholastic philosophy was closely tied to cathedral-building; but it pre- 
sented a direct contrast and sought to formulate a different kind of order: 
it was an attempt to find a comprehensive resolution of the intellectual 
conflicts of its day, and to give the unqualified dogmas of the Church the 
same kind of support that the physician, the lawyer, or the working arti- 
san had in the practice of his profession or trade. This philosophy arose 
with the university: a guild of masters and students devoted to the orderly 
acquisition and extension of professional knowledge, in jurisprudence, 
medicine, theology. Differentiating itself from the Cathedral School, the 
university perfected its students in the technical arts of formulating ideas 
and establishing verbal proof. By its command of books and texts, the 
university established its intellectual authority, but it lost the discipline 
of active working life that the other forms of the guild retained. Even in 
medicine, Lanfranc complained, the masters of book knowledge would 
have nothing to do with operative surgery: a great loss. Nevertheless, the 
new corporate form of the university proved indispensable to the codifica- 
tion and transmission of the existing body of knowledge, and to its even- 
tual extension. 

In scholastic philosophy, the bold constructional logic of the Cathedral 
builders gave way to a formal logic which aimed above all at certainty 
and order. The scholastic philosophers quarried their stones from widely 
separated outcrops, from the Fathers of the Church, from the Arab philos- 
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ophers, Avicenna and Averroes, from the broken stonepile of Greek 
philosophy, above all, from the dilapidated Alexandrian museum whose 
ground plan had been laid out by Aristotle. But in this new philosophy, 
it was not faith and sheer animal vitality and rational experiment that 
created the greaUstructure: the active element was predominantly reason, 
represented by Aristotelian dialectic and logic. 

Scholasticism, if one may prolong the architectural figure, was not so 
much the finished Cathedral as the scantling of wood by means of which 
the actual work of building is made possible. It created little new knowl- 
edge; but it sought to make existing knowledge form an orderly and intel- 
ligible whole. Scholasticism soared to no heights of its own, but it en- 
deavored to support those who were capable of soaring: Aquinas made 
Dante possible. In short, this philosophy was mainly a constructional 
device: hence its deliberate lack of beauty and outward grace, its harsh 
utilitarian outlines, its pedestrian pace. Scholasticism was a machine for 
sifting evidence, for collating authorities, for manufacturing proof. It at- 
tempted to make faith reasonable and reason faithful: thus it recorded 
the moment of conflict within the Christian Church when it was no longer 
enough to quiet reason by shutting one’s eyes, or dispose of doubt by ap- 
pealing to the very authority that was in fact doubted. 

Like the work of the great Cathedral builders, scholastic philosophy 
was a new style of thought. Though in the ninth century it had an im- 
portant precursor in John Scotus Erigena, it arose as a body in the twelfth 
century; and among the first of its great exponents was Abelard, whose 
faith in the divinity of logic brought him into a head-on collision with 
Bernard of Clairvaux, who sensed the danger of bringing revelation be- 
fore the bar of formal proof. Abelard’s treatise, Sic et Non, placed side 
by side the contradictory statements contained in the Bible and the writ- 
ings of the Church Fathers: if all these statements were revelation, which 
revelation should be chosen, since in reason they were conflicting and con- 
tradictory? Scholasticism was an ingenious attempt to reconcile these 
Yeses and Noes. 

In the shabby boarding houses and garrets where the new university at 
first flourished, scores of ingenious minds worked to produce a stable 
synthesis out of these impossible contradictions. Within a century the 
schoolmen became one of the great props of the Church: the university 
with its wide international connections and presently even its traveling 
scholarships, did for the intellectual life what the preaching friars did 
for the emotional life of the community: it created a framework of belief 
and dogma in which coherence and intelligibility, founded on arbitrary 
postulates, temporarily did service for truth. Scholasticism stretched the 
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Church’s dogmas to their extreme limit, to make them do justice to the 
complexities of life. When the last gaping seam was f sewed together, it 
became apparent that the fabric itself was threadbare and weak. . . . 

6: The World of Thomas Aquinas » 

Among the scholastic philosophers, great doctors arose: Duns Scotus, 
William of Occam, John of Salisbury, Hugo of Saint Victor, Vincent of 
Beauvais, Albertus Magnus, “the master of those that know,” and his 
even greater pupil Thomas Aquinas. Logicians, moralists, political philos- 
ophers, these men sought to create a formal ideology that would include 
the reports of revelation, of authority, and of experience. 

Let us examine Thomas Aquinas. It would not be true to suggest that 
scholastic philosophy, with its many divergent minds, realist and nominal- 
ist, platonist and aristotelian, could be characterized by the work of this 
single mind, any more than it would be fair to say that the Gothic cathe- 
dral is Salisbury or Bamberg or Rheims or Segovia. But it would be true 
to say that if one possessed only the works of Thomas Aquinas one would 
have the soundest and best contribution of scholastic philosophy. While 
Aristotle was known as The Philosopher in the medieval schools, Aquinas 
has a better right to the title. 

This resolute monk, nicknamed the Dumb Ox because he was slow and 
heavy, massive in bulk and no less massive in act, was one of the great 
formal thinkers of all time. But his greatness lies in his accomplishment 
as a whole, not in any single part of it. Certainly no one else could hold 
such a title with as little originality as Thomas Aquinas possessed. He 
was not a discoverer of new paths: not a daring mind that flew from peak 
to peak: his very value, on the contrary, lies in his resolute pedestrianism, 
in his refusal to admit any truth that has not been reached in a series of 
formal logical steps. His faithfulness to logic was like that of a prudent 
modern scientist to experimental demonstration. The mechanism of his 
proofs, in the Summa Theologica, was undeviating: First, statement of 
the negative case: objections, 1, 2, 3; contrary statement, counter argu- 
ment, answers to objections, 1, 2, 3 — and final resolution. No step was 
omitted; no different apparatus of proof was erected in order to break 
the monotony. 

Thomas Aquinas could have boasted with honesty that he had never 
ventured to utter a truth not long sanctified by reason, by experience, by 
the common sense of other men. In no derogatory sense, one may call him 
a master of platitude, provided one adds that in medieval culture some 
of the platitudes of Greece and Rome came forth from their ancient 
graves as oreathless discoveries. Aquinas’s thought was so impersonally 
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conceived that it might have been a collective product: he was most him- 
self when he was jnonymous. His greatest gift was a gift of reasonable 
discrimination. He took the mixed-up, disordered, unevenly shaped frag- 
ments of human experience, and, as methodically as if he were putting 
together a jig-s£w puzzle, he fitted the bits together so neatly that one 
might have thought he was reproducing the original picture and that he 
himself was the painter of it. 

Aquinas’s strength is that he seems to know all the answers, or at least 
knows where to look for them : his weakness lies in the fact that his ques- 
tions do not bring under rational scrutiny either the method of his logic 
or the postulates of Christian theology. He trusts reason entirely, but only 
so long as reason remains in the natural world. Under his spell, one mis- 
takes a plausible formal coherence for verified truth. 

Yet when this great Dominican’s work is taken as a whole, one cannot 
dispute the power of his mind or the sheer aggregate wealth of its opera- 
tions: no one, except perhaps Aristotle, had ever taken in so much or had 
ordered his results with such thoroughness. Here is an astounding grasp 
of both the grand outlines and the minute details of human existence: of 
life divine and human, eternal and transitory, life domestic and life politi- 
cal, life actual and possible, life as the mystics behold it in rare moments 
of visionary ecstasy and life as men and women in every walk of life 
experience it, day by day. Here, perhaps, the secrets of the confes- 
sional, never before available to philosophers, were utilized with aston- 
ishing skill and unshakable poise: never again to be equaled till the 
Jesuits in the sixteenth century, or the Freudians in the twentieth, devote 
themselves to the further cure of souls. Here was a new kind of saint: one 
who took all knowledge for his province. In this mind, one measures the 
height of the Church’s accomplishment; and in the Summa Theologica 
one sees that mind at its fullest mastery. 

The Summa Theologica is not a book; it is not even an encyclopedia. 
One cannot treat it as a literary achievement in the degree that one might 
refer in this fashion to the work of Aristotle, who is a model for aca- 
demic exposition: the Summa is rather to be considered as a work of 
engineering, conceived on a cyclopean scale, by one of the ablest technical 
minds of any age. Roger Bacon, in the thirteenth century, dreamed of 
motor-driven carriages and airships ; but Thomas Aquinas erected a fabric 
that had nothing to equal it in technical organization until the great textile 
mills of the nineteenth century were designed and built. Even works of 
engineering may show imagination and esthetic command; but those are 
the last qualities to look for in the Summa. An immense textile factory, 
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with a thousand looms, each bringing forth a uniform product — that is 
the closest image. , 

In the Summa, one loom is like another: each uses the same warp, the 
same thread, the same shuttle: it is only the color and the pattern that 
differ. God, the angels, the principalities, the demons, the Holy Ghost, 
the saints, the Church, men and women, the secular and the theological 
virtues, the forms of law and government, the ordering of the economic 
life — each has a special loom, each loom its product, each bolt unrolls as 
part of an orderly plan. There are no surprises, once one understands 
the organization of the factory. An unexpected result would imply a de- 
fect in the machinery. Every part of this work is directed toward a single 
goal: life perfected in the sight of God, consummated in Eternity. This is 
man’s last end; and the best words for it are perhaps to be found in a 
passage in Aquinas’s Summa Contra Gentiles: 

“Man’s last end is the term of his natural appetite, or that when he 
has obtained it, he desires nothing more: because if he still has a move- 
ment towards something, he has not yet reached an end wherein to be at 
rest. Now this cannot happen in this life: since the more man understands 
the more is the desire to understand increased in him, — this being natural 
to man, — unless perhaps someone there who understands all things, and 
in this life this never did nor can happen to anyone that was a mere man. 

. . . Happiness is the last end which man desires naturally. Consequently 
unless together with happiness he acquires a state of immobility, he is not 
yet happy, since his natural desire is not yet at rest. . . . Now in this 
life there is no sure stability. . . . Therefore man’s ultimate happiness 
cannot be in this life.” 

In Thomism, the Catholic Church found a logical doctrine of evolution 
from nature to supemature: from the potentialities of this world of flux 
and change and imperfection to the actualities of complete realization 
in a state of rest and immobility in another world. This philosophy al- 
lowed for the fact of change within the temporal process: it accepted the 
imperfections and shortcomings of biography and history. But it trans- 
ferred the ultimate meaning of life to an eternal realm in which the his- 
toric process was both consummated and rationally justified in terms that 
transcended mere human reason. Perhaps the best modem discussion of 
this essential Christian position is that in Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr’s The 
Nature and Destiny of Man. 

Each part of the mechanism of argument and proof in the Summa is 
devised for supporting the belief that the ultimate meaning of life lies 
not in any temporal process but in its eternal consummation: the realm 
where time, history, change, come to an end: where virtue is immobilized 
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in bliss and where sin is finally also immobilized in damnation. Theology 
supplied the pre-designed end for this proof: Aristotelian logic furnished 
the method. One fallows the argument in a series of articulated steps: if 
one accepts any particular chain of demonstration, it will be easy to follow 
with equal conviction all the rest, for they are established in the same 
fashion. 

Only one proof is missing. Unfortunately, it is that on which every 
other part depends for both its function and its end: the proof of God’s 
existence. Life is too short, Thomas observes, to make that possible. Lack- 
ing this ultimate authority, the philosopher contents himself with limited 
authorities, backed by divine revelation — a logical error since the truth 
of revelation remains that which is to be proved. This is a serious weak- 
ness in one who trusts logic itself so unreservedly. All Thomas Aquinas’s 
care is devoted to the superstructure, and that, accordingly, is solid and 
tight: it is the foundations that remain shaky. When reason must ap- 
peal to authority, authority should remain open to reason. By accepting 
its special revelation as final, Christian dogma provided no means for 
revising its postulates and replacing its crumbled underpinnings. 

Nevertheless, the weaving itself is a prodigious achievement: however 
monotonous the process of thought in this doctrinal textile mill, however 
dull the surface texture of the goods, the fabric itself, when it comes 
within the province of actual human experience, could hardly be sounder. 
What rests upon observation and common sense is truly seen and wisely 
pondered. For Thomas Aquinas had a supremely healthy mind; nothing 
daunted it; nothing surprised it; nothing could shake it from faith; nothing 
could upset its superb equilibrium. 

Let us try out Thomas Aquinas at the point where the Church’s original 
doctrines had been most opposite to man’s common needs and his biologi- 
cal destiny: marriage in all its aspects. And to begin with, the status of 
the body. “Happiness,” Thomas said properly, “does not consist in bodily 
good as its object, but bodily good can add a certain charm and perfec- 
tion to happiness.” That is not an isolated expression: Thomas’s super- 
naturalism was based on an acceptance of nature itself and of man’s place 
in the realm of nature, even as his acceptance of revelation was based on 
the use of reason wherever it did not contradict revelation. His under- 
standing of nature made him quietly oppose the holy doctrine of denial. 
“Now just as in respect of his corporeal nature man naturally desires the 
pleasures of food and sex, so in respect of his soul, he desires to know 
something.” Both desires, in Thomas Aquinas’s eyes, are rational as long 
as they do not actively impede the practice of a holy life: being natural, 
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frivolity and relaxation, in due measure, at the right time, can also be 
justified. 

Berthold of Regensburg might condemn women’s preoccupation with 
finery and their growing love of pleasure, but the Neapolitan philosopher 
uttered no unconditional reproof. “If a married woman ^adorn herself in 
order to please her husband, she can do this without sin” since this may 
be a way of keeping him from falling into adultery. Or again: “Whatever 
is contrary to the natural order is vicious. Now nature has introduced 
pleasure into the operations that are necessary for man’s life. Wherefore 
the natural order requires that man should make use of these pleasures, 
in so far as they are necessary to man’s well-being, as regards the preser- 
vation of either the individual or the species. Accordingly, if anyone were 
to reject pleasure to the extent of omitting things that are necessary for 
nature’s preservation he would sin, as acting contrary to the order of 
nature. And this applies to the vice of insensibility.” 

Take a critical question in Christian marriage: “Whether it is a mortal 
sin for a man to have knowledge of his wife, with the intention not of a 
marriage good but merely of pleasure.” In contrast to the present opinion 
of Rome, Thomas Aquinas boldly replies: “On the contrary . . . carnal 
intercourse of this kind is one of the daily sins for which we say Our 
Father. Now these are not mortal sins. Therefore, etc. . . . Further, it 
is no mortal sin to take food for mere pleasure. Therefore in like manner 
it is not a mortal sin for a man to use his wife merely to satisfy his de- 
sire.” By the same token, what is called in Thomas’s quaint terminology 
the payment of the marital debt, that is, sexual intercourse, he treats as? a 
remedy against “the wife’s concupiscence. Now a physician who has the 
care of a sick person is bound to remedy the disease without being asked. 
Therefore the husband is bound to pay the debt to his wife although she 
ask not for it” — provided she give unmistakable indications of her desire. 
The analogy, like so many analogies that seemed plausible to the medieval 
mind, is plainly specious; but the common sense is excellent. 

In Thomas Aquinas’s very abundance of common sense, in his cool, 
straightforward logic, in his naturalistic open-mindedness, the Church 
plainly came to terms with the vitality it had once so severely opposed 
and thwarted: it no longer sought to dam up life altogether, but was con- 
tent to direct it and to do so was willing to carve a wider channel for it. 
There lay a profound wisdom, which has enabled the Catholic Church to 
keep its benign grip on a vast body of believers down to our own time. 
But in that change, plainly, one fact stood out: the period of rejection was 
over and a period of dangerous consummations was at hand. 

It would be a pleasure to watch Aquinas’s great mind confront a thou* 
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sand other problems and difficulties. While his feet trudged painfully over 
every foot of the ground, his eye never lost sight of the horizon and his 
path never deviate?!. Such a combination of powers is too rare to miss: 
his inclusiveness, his balance, his strong sense of justice, his wide variety 
of genuine interests, are to the last degree admirable. 

As for his central vision of life, I cannot withhold here a passage that 
sums it up. “Now if we wish to assign an end to any whole, and to the 
parts of that whole, we shall find, firstly, that each and every part exists 
for the sake of its proper act, as the eye for the act of seeing; secondly, 
that less honorable parts exist for the more honorable, as the senses for 
the intellect, the lungs for the heart; and thirdly, that all parts are for 
the perfection of the whole, as the matter for the form, for the parts are, 
as it were, the matter of the whole. Furthermore, the whole man is on ac- 
count of an extrinsic end, that end being the function of God. So, there- 
fore, in the parts of the universe also every creature exists for its own 
proper act and perfection, and the less noble for the nobler, as those 
creatures that are less noble than man exist for the sake of man, whilst 
each and every creature exists for the perfection of the entire universe. 
Furthermore, the entire universe, with all its parts, is ordained toward God 
as the end, inasmuch as it imitates, as it were, and shadows forth the 
divine goodness, to the glory of God. Reasonable creatures, however, have 
in some special and higher manner God as their end, since they can attain 
to him by their own operations of knowing and loving him. Thus it is plain 
that the Divine Goodness is the end of all corporeal things.” That philos- 
ophy wrought every part of life into a meaningful whole: an etherealized 
image of feudal gradations and papal unity. 

Accordingly, it is the logician, not the man, who disappoints one: it is 
his theory of knowledge, his theory of meaning, his theory of the rela- 
tion of symbols to experiences that are gravely at fault. His logical and 
grammatical order are very partial contributions to objective proof. 
Granted that postulates must be finally tested, not by any immediate self- 
verification, but by their adequacy in providing a basis for experimental 
and empirical proofs, there is such a thing as an economy of faith as well 
as an economy of hypotheses: if faith is incontinent, it will spawn fig- 
ments and chimeras — and reason will then be impotent. Without faith in 
his senses and his symbolisms man cannot create a reasonable world: but 
one must not tax faith with camels when gnats are easier to swallow. 

Thomas Aquinas sought to unite naturalistic observation with a super- 
natural cosmos that was on the point of disintegration. Hence it was not 
reason, but false prudence, that caused him to assert that “it is unlawful 
to hold that any false assertion is contained in the Gospel or in any canoni- 
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cal scripture.” Could the truth itself be unlawful? Must revelation pro- 
tect itself by the aid of the Father of Lies? Actually, a great part of 
Thomas Aquinas’s work consisted in adroitly getting 1 around the false- 
hoods and errors in canonical scriptures that were in contradiction to 
experience and reason. Therein lay many of his most substantial contribu- 
tions: for he repaired the mischief wrought by Paul and rehabilitated the 
very philosophers to whom Christianity would indeed have been a stum- 
bling block. To refuse to challenge the authority of Holy Writ because 
faith would be deprived of its absolute certitude was to pitch faith at the 
level of obstinate irrationality and to dishonor all true authority. 

Faced with the need for choosing between experimental evidence and 
rational demonstration on one hand, and arbitrary authority on the other, 
Aquinas chose authority for purely pragmatic reasons: it greatly simpli- 
fied his task and guaranteed his orthodoxy. He still needed the protecting 
walls of the Church, and in contrast to the Cathedral builders, he was un- 
willing to weaken the piers of dogma. Had he been altogether easy in this 
decision he might have spared himself much of his pains; but his uneasi- 
ness led to an elaborate comparison and selection of authorities. By in- 
telligent acts of discrimination, by testing the Bible against Plato, the 
Church Fathers against Aristotle, the philosopher lessened the dangers of 
clinging to a single text and giving that finality. Unlike Augustine, he was 
far enough away from the Greek philosophers no longer to feel that 
they might pollute his faith. Aquinas’s fresh contribution to Christian doc- 
trine came through this deliberate introduction of rejected sources: above 
all, Aristotle. He thus escaped the error of later Protestants who again 
narrowed their intellectual heritage. Within its self-imposed limits, the 
Summa Theologica was an effective synthesis of rational knowledge. 

But note one curious neglect: the words of Jesus himself were relatively 
seldom invoked as authority. It is almost as if the Angelic Doctor under- 
stood that Jesus’s doctrine of life as the manifestation and exaltation of 
love was the grain of radium that might disintegrate this complex scholas- 
tic structure. Perhaps his understanding of Jesus’s simplifications came to 
him in the very course of writing his great Summa, for he left it unfin- 
ished. According to legend, Thomas had had a vision, and from that time 
forth he wrote no more. Did he suddenly understand Jesus’s secret? Did 
he remember that the only words Jesus wrote were written in the sand? 

One final weakness. Like most other philosophers, Aquinas understood 
everything except the limits of philosophy: deeply though he accepted 
Christian faith, he did not realize that knowledge is not enough. What 
can be reasoned about, what can be ordered or fabricated, was here: what 
must be dumbly felt, passively experienced, intuitively revealed, what 
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must be told in hints and parables, the truths that Plato himself would 
not commit to writing despite his command of language, truths that escape 
through the finest logical filter and are deformed if caught in the gauziesl 
of philosophic nets — all that is left outside the Summas. That itself only 
deepens the parallels with the textile mill: there are some Dacca cottons 
so fine that they must he spun by hand on the human knee and woven on 
the most primitive of handlooms. . . . Only Dante’s vision can add the 
colors of life to Thomas Aquinas’s severe fabric. 

Wherever one may put the Summa, its doctrines belong to the World 
as well as to Heaven. As such, it was an organic expression of medieval 
society, not merely as it meant to be but as it actually was. But this 
philosophy belongs to the world in its highest sense: it is an endeavor to 
re-think and rationalize all human experience, omitting nothing that is 
important for man’s development, stressing everything that worked to- 
ward ultimate human happiness and human perfection. Who better than 
Aquinas had a firm sense of the structure of the community: who but he 
dared place justice and fortitude above temperance, for the reason that 
the good of man is more godlike than the good of the individual, where- 
fore the more a virtue regards the good of man, the better it is? (That 
was a long way from the concern for purely individual salvation, the 
sauve qui peut mood, of early Christianity.) 

Aquinas was a realist in both the medieval and the modem sense of 
the word. In him, the urban-minded friars espoused the cause of cor- 
porate order and human solidarity against the individualism of the more 
rural monks. But if Thomas Aquinas set the social virtues high, he in- 
evitably put prudence and the theological virtues, faith, hope, and charity, 
even higher. The entire structure mounts logically upward to God : at the 
topmost point, matter reaches into the immaterial, the natural world into 
the supernatural, and man’s mastery into God’s mystery. 

At some critical points, I have already noted, the fabric of Aquinas’s 
philosophy is composed of whole cloth, like the garment woven by the 
clever tailors in Hans Andersen’s fairy story: the proof of the existence 
of angels can satisfy one no better than the proof that the body, when 
resurrected, will be thirty years old, because that is the most perfect stage 
in human life. But despite the gaps that are now so plainly visible in the 
cloth, the very will-to-unity was life-sustaining. By sheer technical ability, 
Aquinas accomplished a task that his nearest equals, Aristotle before 
him, Leibnitz, Kant, and Spencer after him, could not surpass. With good 
reason, Pope Leo XIII proclaimed it in 1879 the official philosophy of the 
Roman Catholic Church. 
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So closely, however, was Aquinas’s synthesis an expression of his cul- 
ture that, unlike the Cathedral, it did not point beyonfl itself or allow for 
further passages of time, thought, and experience. It was a closed syn- 
thesis: if it opened avenues to the past, it made the future a dead end. No 
further intellectual or spiritual development was possible within this 
tightly mortared structure. Medieval man was thus caught between a con- 
ceptual world that remained fixed, that seemed completed for eternity, 
and a practical world that was continually expanding the field of action 
and challenging the integrity of the synthesis by which he chose to live. 
His idolum had originally been fabricated to give him protection in a 
time of decay: it was now called upon to perform the contradictory task 
of providing a rational basis for action in a time of constructive change. 
The stout piles that had been used as a breakwater against the winter 
storms were of no use to those bent on building ships and traversing new 
seas. 

7: The Dawn of Naturalism 

The rationality of Thomas Aquinas’s structure must be gauged in terms 
of what he excluded; for he admitted of the undemonstrable only so much 
as was needed, on his premises, to create a logical whole. Beyond that 
point he was rigorous. The popular world picture, on the other hand, 
covered life with a crazy-quilt of subjective fantasies: arbitrary connec- 
tions, irrelevant numerical relationships, mythical attributes, supernatural 
visions, formed the medium of everyday experience. , 

The stars that interested medieval man, for example, were not nature’s 
stars, but the stars of astrological lore: stars that guided the Magi to 
Bethlehem or foretold one’s luck in love or war. The four points of the 
compass were not just geographical directions: they pointed, as Honorius 
d’Autun made clear in De Imagine Mundi, to a mystical arithmetic: there 
was a mysterious connection with the four elements, air, earth, water, and 
fire; with the four rivers of paradise; with the four winds; with the four 
humors of the body; with the four cardinal virtues of the soul. The four 
sciences of the Quadrivium, plus the three sciences of the Trivium, pro- 
duced seven: both three and four, magical in themselves, had magical 
consequences: the seven planets, the seven virtues, the seven deadly sins, 
the seven tones of the Gregorian chant all exhibited this secret correspond- 
ence between thoughts and things. Even Thomas Aquinas pointed out at 
length the exquisite fitness of the seven sacraments, which corresponded 
to the seven ages of man. 

Every factual observation, every actual experience, had at least a 
double meaning: its mundane and its super-rational meaning: sometimes 
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layer upon layer of devious meanings. Life was an allegory, a mystery, 
a miracle. 

In medieval culture, the dream-ridden Don Quixote, not Sancho Panza, 
leads the way, even when they travel together. In that figure Cervantes 
captured, not just the belated romanticism of sixteenth century Spain, 
hut the deeper dream world of medieval Europe. Dreams governed: for 
it is only in dreams that people are roasted in Hell for eternity without 
being consumed: it is only in dreams that the physical body, long dis- 
solved, is resurrected at the Judgment Day and becomes flesh without 
continuing any of its specific biological characteristics: it is in dreams 
that the sins and errors committed on earth justify an eternity of misery, 
and that even perfect virtue, without the rite of baptism, has no claim to 
heavenly felicity. Dreams these were: childish dreams. No mature life 
could be founded on such fantasies. 

Fortunately, the medieval personality made a resolute effort to achieve 
maturity; and from the twelfth century on, if not before, the symbols of 
fantasy had a rival: the symbols of nature and reason. If the first covered 
and colored every aspect of life, the second quietly made headway in one 
department after another, not denying fantasy or revelation, but paying 
ever more attention to nature: the topography of Heaven shrank as that 
of the earth itself was depicted in greater detail. Naturalism grew out 
of the daily occupations and the working life of the craftsman: in his 
struggle with obdurate materials, melting glass, hammering iron, hewing 
stone, beating copper, he learned to respect the nature of the materials 
and the objective conditions for successful operation. Prayer would work 
only if one added to its efficacy by intelligently manipulating the environ- 
ment. Tli at was the daily lesson of craftsmanship. Results might be fanci- 
ful; but the process of achieving them was matter-of-fact. 

Naturalism in the Middle Ages came like the returning consciousness 
of a man awakened from an absorbing dream. Heavily, he hears the 
stir of people in the neighboring room; he sees the sunlight coming 
through the curtains; he even smells the bacon frying in the kitchen: 
gradually all his senses become alive and he realizes what o’clock it is; 
yet the ragged ends of dream images, with their residue of emotional dis- 
turbance, may hang over and blot out the clarity of the waking moment: 
reminiscent flickers of dream may remain with him all through the day. 
So with the medieval personality. The eye first awakened, not only to 
color but to light: the outlines of shapes became clearer. Knowledge now 
presented itself under the figure of the speculum or mirror: an accurate 
reflection of the outer world. Vincent of Beauvais, who died in 1264, com- 
piled the Speculum Naturale, Morale, Doctrinale, et Historicale. The 
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belief in the unseen and the incredible now had a rival doctrine to face: 
“seeing was believing.” 

This new attitude was well put by Roger Bacon, the Franciscan scien- 
tist, in the part of the Opus Majus that concerned itself with experimental 
science. “He therefore who wishes to rejoice without doubt in regard to 
the truths underlying phenomena must know how to devote himself to 
experiment. For authors write many statements and people believe them 
through reasoning which they formulate without experience. Their rea- 
soning is wholly false. For it is generally believed that the diamond can- 
not be broken except by goat’s blood, and philosophers and theologians 
misuse this idea. But a fracture by means of blood of this kind has never 
been verified, although the effort has been made; and without that blood 
it can be broken easily. For I have seen this work with my own eyes.” 
Note the phrase: with my own eyes. Human sight began to displace super- 
natural visions: the two can still be seen, side by side, on the facade of 
almost any thirteenth or fourteenth century cathedral. 

Though Bacon’s work brought him into rank disfavor with his ecclesi- 
astical superiors he was not alone. Albertus Magnus produced a treatise 
on plants that, according to Singer, is perhaps the best work on Natural 
History in the Middle Ages. For the first time the illustrators, instead of 
copying the drawings of previous writers and gradually deforming them, 
went out into the woods, like the stone carver, and copied the living plant. 
While chemical and physical investigations went on more slowly, they 
were not altogether absent; for the founders of alchemy, the Arabs, had 
paved the way, and the results of their work were now filtering irfto 
Europe. 

All this knowledge depended upon the first-hand investigation of the 
properties of matter. The hand and the eye together, aided by glass lenses 
and glassless telescopes, began to reveal aspects of the external world 
hitherto unfamiliar. Nor were these efforts entirely at random. In the de- 
sire to relieve pain, for example, the medieval physician, if he did not 
follow up the uses of ether, nevertheless employed a variety of plant 
products, including opium, for soporific sponges. Nicholas of Salerno 
describes these sponges in his Antidotarium. In an age that knew no limit 
to the use of torture for punishment, either on earth or in the after-life, 
such a growing sensibility to the body’s feelings was significant. 

The body itself was both an object of naturalist observation and an 
instrument for its further advance. If saints still despised the body, that 
rejection no longer held for the burghers and the knights. The public 
bath, whose passing was almost a symbol of the fall of Rome, came back 
again in every town. In The Decameron, a lady waiting for her lover 
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prepares a bath for him, and when he fails to appear, takes it herself: 
a measure of economy, an act of hygiene, perhaps a display of physiolog- 
ical insight and moral prudence. From the twelfth century on the interest 
in health and hygiene and sanitation steadily grew. The center of this 
movement was the great medical school at Salerno. Along with Mont- 
pellier, this school was one of the chief transmitters of Arabic and Jewish 
medical science; so that there is more truth than fancy in the legend that 
it was founded in the seventh century a.d. by a Jew, a Greek, a Saracen, 
and a Latin. There is no doubt, furthermore, that it numbered occasional 
women students among the men: as late as the fifteenth century a certain 
Costenzella Calenda received a degree. 

From Salerno, above all, came the famous treatise on health and per- 
sonal hygiene: the Regimen Sanitatis Salernitem. This book was first 
addressed to the upper classes, professedly to England’s king; but in 
interminable translations and paraphrases it made its way throughout 
Europe; and its precepts became the main source of modern hygiene. 
Here one finds a regimen for both the day and the whole span of life: 
advice to keep the head free from care and the heart from wrath: to be 
moderate in eating and drinking: to avoid postponement in moving one’s 
bowels: to rise early in the morning, wash hands and eyes, comb the hair 
and rub the teeth. Wine, women, and baths do good or harm, according 
as they are used or abused. Lodge in clean light quarters, away from stag- 
nant water or excrement; eat according to the season; wash your hands 
frequently; do not suddenly break your habits of diet, and observe that 
a good diet is “a perfect way of curing.” Bodily temperaments do not by 
themselves breed virtue or vice, yet they give them inclinations one way 
or another, and since they are dependent upon physiological states, they 
may be altered. As for medical care, the best physicians are Dr. Quiet, 
Dr. Merry-Man, and Dr. Diet. This whole treatise was, in fact, the epitome 
of medical common sense, and its influence was deservedly enduring. We 
are all in its debt. 

Not merely did the notion of contagious diseases become current in the 
thirteenth century, but thirteen diseases were identified as such: includ- 
ing phthisis, anthrax, trachoma, and erysipelas. Leprosy, the worst of 
scourges, was wiped out in the course of a few centuries by absolute 
quarantine: a triumph of preventive medicine. The quarantine itself, 
forty days in a house of isolation outside the city’s gates, was a definite 
medieval device to curb collective infection: its only weakness was that 
it erred in giving a longer time for the incubation period than any dis- 
ease is now supposed to require. But it was more adequate on all counts 
than the “advanced” medicine of the early nineteenth century, which 



142 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 


looked upon both contagion and the quarantine as relics of medieval 
superstition. 

This increase in positive knowledge of the body in health and disease 
was a salutary challenge to medieval supernaturalism: it rubbed against 
the grain of irrational belief. But faith in verbal magic* and disdain for 
the body and its works still acted as a brake. That fact was recorded 
in the ban against a priest’s becoming a surgeon, because he would thereby 
shed blood: it also showed itself in imputing a higher status to book 
knowledge and the unimplemented workings of “reason” than to observa- 
tion, manipulation, and manual skil. Allbutt notes that the faculty of the 
University of Paris, in the twelfth century, expelled those who worked 
with their hands. Students of medicine could not let blood, bandage 
wounds, pull teeth, or perform any operations. From this time on, sur- 
gery and dentistry were both in disrepute; and their historic separation 
from internal medicine, so called, has done mischief which still exacts 
a toll today: the glorified garage mechanic, the pompous faith healer, 
and the mental dissectionist who treats diseases, not human beings — all 
these are still witnesses to the ancient quarrel between the unhandy minds 
and the unminded hands of the thirteenth century. 

In all, however, a growing faith in the order of nature acted as a 
counterweight to unverified revelation or parroted authority. One has a 
notion of how commonplace this attitude became when one sees how it 
seeped through to those who were unschooled directly in either science 
or philosophy. How does the Goodman of Paris, that pious burgher of 
the fourteenth century, commend the Christian virtue of loving faithful- 
ness in marriage to his young wife? He is not content to quote the Church’s 
precepts and warnings alone; by now that is no longer the final word. 
He calls all nature to witness. . . . “Even the birds and the shy wild 
beasts, nay the savage beasts, have the sense and practice of this, for the 
female birds do ever follow and keep close to their mates and to none 
other and follow them and fly after them.” There is no doubt about the 
Goodman’s feeling of kinship: a remote prelude to Darwin’s observations 
on the emotions in animals. For the merchant tells story after story that 
shows how men had come, despite Christian supernaturalism, to accept 
man’s life as part of the general order of nature. 

Yet the concepts of theology had a pragmatic value for science: they 
kept open the doors of the imagination, gave confidence in the essential 
order and rationality of the universe, that is, in the reign of law; and 
schooled the mind in the use of operative terms which have no physical 
counterpart. The conception of a disembodied angel is unverifiable by the 
senses: so is the concept of a mathematical point or a line, an atom or 
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an electron: the difference is that the latter concepts bring order and 
clarity into the behavior of physical bodies, while a guardian angel, when 
invoked to explain human conduct, adds an ultimate mystery to an im- 
mediate one. So the Arabic-Hindu conception of zero, the notion that 
no-thing is a kind of thing, could hardly have occurred except in a cul- 
ture that had originally concentrated on the annihilation of the senses. 
Zero and infinity are essentially theological conceptions: neither belongs 
to the phenomenal world, except by symbolic representation. 

Is this perhaps why the most creative minds in physical science have 
often been at home in the realms of orthodox theology? One need only 
mention the names of Newton, Pascal, Leibnitz, Faraday, Clerk-Maxwell. 
After one has dealt faithfully with the incorrigible muddle of medieval 
symbolism, one must still pay tribute to the vitality of its imagination 
and its faith. The very development of naturalism would have been dis- 
ordered and unprofitable without the abstract sense of order that theology 
itself had created. Astronomy and geometry and arithmetic and music 
were essential subjects in the medieval curriculum: no educated mind 
could escape their discipline. Time-keeping, spatial measurement, and 
numerical calculation at length transformed the study of nature. The 
medieval Church, with its concern for Eternity, lengthened the time-per- 
spective and helped to translate mechanical order into time and time 
into mechanical order: the great clock in the Cathedral at Liibeck, which 
dated from 1405, was equipped with a calendar which reached forward 
to the year 2000. Even astrology, which professed to correlate earthly 
events with planetary movements, popularized the art of exact observation 
and exact calculation; it caused people to record promptly the hour of 
birth, if only to make the horoscope more accurate. The dramatic regu- 
larity of the heavens gave man a sense of an external order that guaran- 
teed and fulfilled his own inner will-to-order. The very fruitfulness of 
naturalism as developed during the Middle Ages was bound up with its 
confidence in an all-pervasive determinism: the predestined will of God. 
That logic, that order, would eventually declare itself to man by way of 
science. 

8: Earthly Tragedy: Divine Comedy 

The Middle Ages reached a unique culmination. At the height of its 
achievement, all that it was and hoped to be, all that it had created and 
all that it failed at, its orthodoxy and its heresies, its conflicts and its 
resolutions, found their way into a single work of art, The Divine Comedy. 

Fully to understand Dante Alighieri’s poem, one must understand the 
experience that led up to it and made it what it was. The two magistral 
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volumes that Karl Vossler devoted to this task are a minimum prepara- 
tion for that understanding. But when one has fully encompassed the 
poem itself, one has almost exhausted the period: what remains over is 
little more than a few notes scribbled on the margin. In Dante, the whole 
Middle Ages found a voice; and in the poem itself that voice came from 
the other side of the grave. Writing to Can Grande, Dante said that the 
true subject of The Divine Comedy was the state of the soul after death: 
“die whole work was undertaken, not for a speculative but for a practical 
end,” and its purpose was to anticipate the Judgment Day, in effect, by 
removing “those who are living in this life from the state of wretchedness 
and to lead them to the state of blessedness.” 

The writing of such a poem was a solemn and audacious ambition: an 
attempt to circumvent the slow processes of history and make the poetic 
imagination anticipate the ultimate revelation of the divine order: an 
heretical effort for an orthodox end. Since the state of the soul after death 
depended upon man’s earthly actions and his eventual achievement of 
grace and salvation, it included everything, in the order of significance 
chosen by medieval man. Yet it was in the deepest spirit of his culture 
that Dante utilized his poetic insight in order to make the unimaginable- 
ness of eternity concrete — as concrete as the work of a peasant breaking 
clods with a mattock, as minutely particular as the decisions of a court 
of law, as subject to logical order, as clear and demonstrable, as a geom- 
eter’s proof. Classifications, boundaries, limits, protective walls were 
essential to this culture: the vague and the shadowy and the unformed 
had no part even in pure fantasy: the most grotesque gargoyle on ‘the 
highest pinnacle stood out in clear silhouette, done with as fine detail as 
a hand or a face that would be seen almost at eye-level. It is only when 
Dante reaches the very center of Divine Being that he finally confesses 
his task as impossible as the mathematician’s squaring of the circle: for 
the final revelation words fail him. 

Dante concluded the medieval pilgrimage and anticipated its final Day 
of Judgment. That is why today Dante seems at first blush the most dis- 
tant of poets. Homer’s world, with its fights, quests, brazen deities, capri- 
cious doxies, and strong vain men is so near that it could be dished up, 
a decade or so ago, as a popular novel. Hamlet in modern dress might 
be any wealthy young man who has temporarily escaped the care of his 
psychoanalyst. Horace furnishes themes for newspaper columnists. The 
things that separate us from Horace’s Rome or Shakespeare’s London are 
largely decorative and topographical: with one short leap of the imagina- 
tion we are over the wall. But Dante is not so easily approached; for he 
belongs to a quite different spiritual organism. His world still had a di- 



MEDIEVAL SYNTHESIS 


145 


mension which even the Orthodox Christian can now keep before himself 
only by a rigorous ( effort: it had the dimension of eternity, not as an 
occasional but as a constant accompaniment of living. The proud turbu- 
lence of medieval life was dwarfed and darkened by the solar shadow of 
another world. f » 

For Dante, as for every other true member of this culture, life was at 
its best still a dying, and death, even for the damned, was the beginning 
of man’s essential career. The credulous market women of Verona, who 
believed that Dante could descend at will into Hell, pointed to his smoky 
complexion for proof. But they scarcely exaggerated the closeness of the 
supernatural, even in the crowning years of medieval culture. The realm 
toward which Dante’s vision was directed in The Divine Comedy had 
been described with the same sort of authority that now convinces the com- 
mon man of the existence of electrons and vitamins: to believe thus was 
a test of sanity. Only a few people suspected that the body of dogma on 
which this certainty was founded could be successfully assaulted, or 
even — and that was more serious — could simply be laid aside and ig- 
nored. Life existed for Dante within the walls of a great Necropolis: the 
universal city of the dead. To penetrate the Hereafter and to understand 
it was an immediate, an objective task. More: it was the very condition 
of Dante’s triumphing over the evils of life and tasting the final fruits of 
ideal love. 

The Divine Comedy follows the journey of the poet through Hell, 
Purgatory, and Heaven. At the beginning of his journey he is accom- 
panied by the noble shade of Virgil, his spiritual master and guide — 
given his special place for the same reason that Christ, Dante thought, 
chose the Roman Empire itself as the state in which he was born. At the 
end, Dante is guided through Heaven by the fragile girl he worshiped 
and loved with an otherworldly love, and finds himself completed by 
discovering his place in the divine whole. 

At every stage of this journey, Dante was his own all-too-human self: 
full of veneration for his classic master, viewing the damned both with 
hatred and pity, revenging himself on his enemies, giving way to fear 
before the monsters who presided over the various places of punishment, 
displaying his friendship in Purgatory and his theological scholarship 
in Paradise, remembering his mission as a poet, seeking for intellectual 
clarity and ideological certitude: always a Florentine, though bitterly 
conscious of his exile from his city, and always a proud man, ambitious 
for fame, and sure that his ambition would be fulfilled. 

In short, Dante was a man of great virtues and grave sins: instead of 
discreetly leaving himself out of the poem, as a minor poet might have 



146 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 


been tempted to, he suppressed nothing and spared no one, not even him- 
self. Contemptuously, he placed those who had lived blameless lives in 
the meanest part of Hell, mixed with the caitiff choir of angels who were 
not rebellious nor were faithful to God, but were for themselves: even the 
downright wicked would have some glory over such people. In this hon- 
est revelation of his own weaknesses, as he passes from one circle of the 
afterworld to another, Dante formulated the Christian conception of the 
good life, not as one free from error and sin, but one that, by baptism 
and repentance, may overcome its inevitable failures and earn a final 
place in Heaven. 

The essence of The Divine Comedy is that this is a moral world and 
that sin and virtue not merely have a practical issue but an eternal sig- 
nificance: they not only matter, but they matter infinitely, they matter 
eternally. The stoic’s insensibility to suffering was no guarantee of hap- 
piness: the later utilitarian notion, enunciated by Bentham, that the aim 
of life is to increase pleasures and lessen pains was equally at fault. 
According to Dante’s deeper science, “the more a thing is perfect, the 
more it feels pleasure and likewise pain.” It is this very capacity for 
perfection, this will to experience intense feeling, this need to embrace 
pain as well as pleasure, that explains Dante’s strange journey: pain and 
evil now have a positive value, and he who cannot face them cannot un- 
derstand life or participate fully in its rewards. That salutary capacity 
to embrace all the dimensions of human experience gives Dante’s vision 
its organic completeness. Never was there a more deliberate effort to 
purge the soul through pity and terror, through horror and disgust and 
unbearable anguish, than in the Inferno, where some of the damned are 
turned into trees, wracked by the careless twisting off of a twig; and others 
are “dipped in excrement that seemed as it had flowed from human 
privies” and others gnaw at their own flesh. Symbols of horror for spirit’ 
ual states that are no less horrible. Following these encounters, the song 
and light that suffuse Heaven at the end are hardly enough to remove the 
turbid residue of this nightmare. Dante earned his final state of joy. 

The Divine Comedy is a true synthesis precisely because it touches 
life on every side and makes use of discord and conflict, of irrationality 
no less than reason, of wordless existences and essences no less than logical 
formulations: hence, to speak boldly, it is both the Summa Theologica 
and the Cathedral wrought into a single whole. The poem has the con- 
creteness of art and the abstract clarity of metaphysics: an imagination 
that is all-embracing resolves experience into an order that is absolute. 
The very structure of The Divine Comedy is, naturally, an integral part 
of its meaning. In this supernatural landscape with figures, the entire 
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design reveals a predestined plan and purpose: nothing is left to accident 
or to fitful inspiration. The stanzas of three lines, the three divisions of 
the hereafter, the thirty-three cantos in each division, the completion of 
each part by the final symbol of spiritual illumination: the star — all this 
reflects the cosmic harmony. 

The main subjects of Dante’s poem, the fall and redemption of man- 
kind, the contrasting states of the soul after death, would have lost their 
power to hold us today had Dante merely given expression to the limita- 
tions of medieval theology. It is because Dante included all the varieties 
of human expression and experience, the natural and the cultivated, the 
concrete, the transcendental, that this poem still enriches the human spirit. 
Every part of Dante’s personal life contributed to this impersonal result: 
Dante the municipal official, Dante the technician, familiar with the con- 
struction of public works if not the designer of them, Dante the amateur 
artist and the friend of Giotto, Dante the diplomat and political theorist, 
the author of De Monarchia, were as necessary to this poem as the youth- 
ful follower of the Provencal poets or the student of Thomas Aquinas. 

In Dante’s supernaturalism there was a place for all nature. This in- 
dicates the task that confronts the philosopher and the poet in our own 
time: for in one sense, our natural order is but Dante’s world in reverse; 
and our task is to bring a sense of the eternal and the infinite back into 
common daily life: to recast our narrow frame of reference so that it 
will encompass all that remains humanly valid in the medieval concep- 
tion of the supernatural: not by claiming false knowledge about the un- 
khowable, but by understanding that our life, too, is an allegory, because 
what man makes of it in the soul is ultimately as important as what is 
given in the senses. In our naturalism there must be a place for the un- 
resolved mysteries of the world, and life, and time: for every extension 
of our knowledge and mastery only deepens our ultimate problems as to 
the nature and meaning of life. In short, it was not simply the super- 
naturalism of the medieval dream, but its smug humanness, that betrayed 
its essential flaw. In so confidently revealing God’s purposes Dante only 
disclosed the narrow human limits of his own. 

But in this one respect Dante still rings true: since life is an allegory, 
the life that man re-lives in the mind is his true heaven and hell. Human 
existence is a twice-told tale, and only through that part of it which is 
translated into meaningful symbols and valuable patterns of conduct does 
man truly come into possession of his kingdom. The great task of human 
life is to remain fully alive both on the plane of organic existence and on 
the plane of symbolic participation. The movement of life into the ideal 
realm in which all existence has meaning, form, and value, and the pass- 
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age of these ideas back again into life is the essential systole and diastole 
of the human heart. All the extra dimensions added by man’s symbols 
provide both a deeper fulfillment and a further continuation of his bio- 
logical existence: to reproduce and develop himself he must equally re- 
produce and develop his immaterial heritage. Man’s earthly life, in short, 
involves the existence of another transcendental world: a world of durable 
meanings and values that in time detach themselves from the flux of his- 
tory, and loose their narrow ties to time and place. Only a small part of 
human existence actually goes into this other world; and a still smaller 
fraction is passed on from generation to generation, from culture to cul- 
ture, from epoch to epoch. But that little is infinitely precious; and its 
accumulation is what constitutes human progress. 

Religion, art, ethics, philosophy, poetry, science — these are the ulti- 
mate agents in man’s self-transformation. All man’s other acts, deeds, 
acquisitions, discoveries, masteries, are significant only to the extent that 
they finally find expression in these realms. This is an old conception; it 
could hardly be otherwise. With good reason Dante was grateful to his 
old teacher, Brunetto Latini, whom he encountered in Hell, because he 
“taught me how man makes himself eternal.” There are many ways of 
interpreting this task, and man has often childishly misconceived the 
means of bringing it about: but it remains the supreme task of every com- 
munity and every personality. That is why the supernatural theology of 
the Middle Ages was closer to reality than the crass materialism of an age 
which fancies that the achievement of an “economy of abundance” will 
automatically ensure a maximum of human felicity. • 

Because Dante’s poem was eternal in the manner I have just defined 
the word it gives a sense of reality in all its dimensions that enables the 
work of art to live beyond the limits of the society for which it seemed 
an ultimate revelation. What one calls the medieval synthesis was no 
fixed and final thing: indeed, the very appearance of such a comprehen- 
sive philosophy as that of Aquinas’s and such a comprehensive vision as 
that of Dante’s is almost a signal for further changes and transformations. 
Every synthesis, however full and all-embracing, is the expression of a 
particular cultural moment: the more complete the structure seems, the 
more surely must it be shattered if it is to hold future experience. To aim 
at unity is the prime condition of life: to hold on to this unity, to im- 
mobilize it, is the prelude to death. The very forces that make for unity 
must in time break it down through further growth. 

There was a dramatic finality in the fact that, when Dante himself died 
in 1321, at the age of fifty-six, this culture was on the verge of the abyss. 
Though Dante’s verse continued to enchant and discourage the poets of 
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Italy, his vision of life disappeared with the finality of a meteor whose 
very speed and heat, as it drives through the atmosphere, causes it to 
leave no mark in the earth where it buries itself. In Dante, the medieval 
personality had completed its pilgrimage. 

9: The Moment of Integration 

By the end of the twelfth century the Church of Rome had reached the 
highest point of internal unity and external influence. This was a period 
of consolidation. Now the looseness and uncertainty of Christian practice, 
vaguenesses in dogma and solecisms of thought, had become intolerable. 
In this century the codification of Canon Law took place: the Church from 
now on administered justice to its own numerous officers under a unified 
system of jurisprudence. Now, too, the seven sacraments of the Church 
were finally established : baptism, confirmation, ordination, marriage, ab- 
solution, holy communion, and extreme unction. In 1170 the Holy See 
reserved for itself the right of canonizing saints; in 1215 the great Lateran 
Council made confession obligatory once a year. Finally, in the twelfth 
century, the systematic persecution of heresy began, under forms that 
restored the Roman practice of torture — a practice that had practically 
disappeared during the so-called Dark Ages. The mechanization of tor- 
ture was not the least achievement of medieval technics. 

This process of unification and incorporation hastened the final embodi- 
ment of the Christian way of life, in cities and buildings, in statues, book 
illuminations, and paintings: the Invisible Kingdom now became the 
Chftrch Visible, Visible and Beautiful, administering its offices every hour 
of the day, dominating every horizon with walled abbeys and towering 
churches, filling the ear with chant and prayer and song, giving the final 
grace of art and ritual to every moment of life. 

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the Christian lived in what 
was mainly a Christian World, not the world of Jesus of Nazareth, but 
the world that his historic mission had finally brought into being. Dante 
so exulted in this world that he thought it justified the Roman Empire 
itself: not merely did he give Virgil the task of conducting him through 
Hell, but he held that Paul and Aeneas, the founders of the Roman Em- 
pire, were the only creatures who had had this privilege before him. One 
could not perform an act in this world without being openly or silently 
reminded of the presence of the Church: the very house of prostitution 
had Mary Magdalen for its patron saint. 

Hatred, strife, injustice, all the sins of the decalogue and many un- 
mentioned there all remained in this civilization: the Church acknowl- 
edged that fact and took it as the inevitable result of man’s original sin. 
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which only belief in the Holy Trinity and reliance upon the Church itself 
could lift. But the super-ego the Church had formed subdued the fierce 
vitality of the barbarian and turned no small part of the human energy 
available into social channels. Emerson greeted the export of pianos to 
the American frontier with the observation: “The more piano the less 
wolf.” That held in the Middle Ages: where art was omnipresent, man 
could not be altogether vile. In his esthetic consciousness, the medieval 
craftsman, even the dumb peasant, lived on a higher level than his mod- 
ern counterpart: his feelings were more fully developed if his intellect 
was less sharp; and though his domestic life was coarse his public func- 
tions were often magnificent, for he daily had the experience of a sacred 
art which as yet did nothing to sacrifice its austerity or its depth in order 
to meet a degraded popular demand — though it had a place for vulgar 
humor, which added a counterpoise to its solemnity, in the same fashion 
that the passage with the porter in Macbeth intensifies the tragic moment 
that follows. 

At a time when actual living was still often brutal, harsh, foolish, and 
cruel, the Church embodied rationality and ideal purpose: it gave collec- 
tive dignity to human life at large as no other institution had ever done 
for so large a part of the Western World before. The medieval Christian 
was no follower of the intuitions of Jesus: nor was he, like the Roman- 
esque Christian, one who turned away from the corruptions of a dying 
society: he was rather a person living according to the usages of the Chris- 
tian Church, accepting its moral precepts, its laws, its ritual, its art, its 
language of symbols, its cosmology as the medium of his own personal 
existence. Never, not even in Greece, had any previous Western society 
been more completely dominated by respect for the spirit and respect for 
the authority of those who represented the spirit. 

The Christian Church now presided over birth and death and all the 
momentous crises between. For each of these occasions it had a form and 
a ceremony; to each of them it gave a rational meaning within the larger 
pattern of being. The Church fed the hungry traveler; it nursed the ill 
and the wounded; it solaced the tired and the defeated. It baptized the 
new-born infant and it crowned the last moments of the dying with awful 
dignity. At no moment of his life was even the worst sinner outside the 
circle of fellowship, unless he had drawn upon himself the Church’s most 
bitter punishment, excommunication: a living death. Repentance was al- 
ways possible, redemption was always near. Note the many sudden con- 
versions Boccaccio exhibits in The Decameron: a miser is reproved and 
becomes a liberal man; a king who has suffered indignities himself is 
appealed to by a wronged woman, and thereafter becomes an efficient 
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prince. Medieval people lived in this daily expectation of a miracle; and 
to make that miracle credible, the Church held up the cosmic miracle of 
Christ’s death and resurrection, for the salvation of Man. 

Once a week at least, but usually more often, every member of the 
community had a glimpse of the highest life possible: lord and peasant, 
master and journeyman, lady and wench, worshiped together in the same 
buildings, watched and took part in the same processions, heard the same 
chants, beheld the same icons, listened to the same sermons, followed 
the same mass: all equal in the sight and presence of God. On earth their 
lots were unequal: plainly the proud and sinful often had the better of it. 
But in Heaven, worldly advantages and disadvantages were nullified; and 
the Church itself, by its very ministrations, stood in the relationship of 
that Earthly Paradise which was the last stage in Purgatory on the way 
to Heaven. At no moment in the Church’s corruption did it altogether lose 
its sympathetic relation with the poor: if it took their pennies it paid them 
back in more than full measure with its unceasing offices: always most 
prompt in those hours of trial or bereavement when the worldly light- 
heartedly turn aside and go their own way. Fellowship and beauty were 
the Church’s great gifts: fellowship and beauty followed medieval man 
into the marketplace, the guildhall, the workshop. . . . 

What caused the medieval synthesis to break up, the medieval synergy 
to slacken? What caused the medieval Christian personality to be dis- 
rupted? There were both internal reasons and external causes for this 
change: if we follow their complex interworking, we shall add a further 
clu% to that disclosed by the classic disintegration: a clue that will finally 
deepen our understanding of the present condition of man. 



CHAPTER V. CAPITALISM, ABSOLUTISM, 

PROTESTANTISM 


1: The Break in Continuity 

Seven hundred years separate us from the height of the Middle Ages: 
many different layers of experience, many rival super-egos and idola 
have come between us and medieval man. But the passage from thirteenth 
century Unity to twentieth century Multiplicity, as Henry Adams de- 
scribed it, reads one way if one looks for continuity and another if one 
looks for discontinuity. 

The literary and archaeological discoveries of the humanists have often 
been held up as outright challenges to the medieval order: attempts to 
restore man to his natural sphere and in particular to give sanction to his 
natural appetites. But what is the truth? Archaeological piety began in 
the time of Petrarch: John of Salisbury was as enthusiastic about Plato 
in the twelfth century as Italian Platonists were in the sixteenth, and 
his Polycraticus refers continually not merely to academic philosophers 
but to Ovid, Juvenal, Martial, Terence. The very weakness of the Renas- 
cence, its too slavish concern for classic precedent, was visible in Dante 
himself, not as a poet but as a political thinker. What was this but a con- 
tinuation of the medieval habit of being more aware of its heritage than 
of its own fresh discoveries? People remembered too much and saw too 
little: hence the theoretic grasp of medieval politics and corporate life 
awaited the analysis of Maitland, Gierke, and Ashley in the nineteenth 
century. 

From one standpoint, the Renascence and the Reformation only carry 
out the leading ideas of the Middle Ages, as the discoveries of Vasco da 
Gama and Columbus only push further the daring of Leif Ericsson and 
the travels of the Polo family. From another standpoint, however, all the 
great movements that followed the thirteenth century bear witness to the 
disintegration of medieval culture, and to the unseating of medieval man. 

The transformation of a culture is unlike either a change in the sea- 
sons or a breakdown in the body’s organs and functions. But there are 
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parallels to both processes. As with the seasons, a certain orderly succes- 
sion of changes can be observed and even predicted. As with the "body, 
the institutions of society cease to maintain a dynamic equilibrium: mor- 
bid conditions undermine normal reactions; and the whole culture no 
longer forms a unified whole, into which the individual part blends like 
the theme of an instrument in the orchestra. Once the over all pattern of 
meaning dissolves, the breakdown becomes inevitable. But precisely be- 
cause the parts of the culture are no longer united, separate activities, 
no longer restrained and moderated by their union, may exhibit a bound- 
ing vitality. Hence this paradox: the downfall of the culture as a whole 
may lead to rapid advances in this or that part of it. This social fact is 
fairly close to what follows when an ecological balance in nature is upset. 
The excessive prosperity of the intruding species is a sign of imbalance. 
So the death of an old institution or the appearance of a new one may 
equally upset the balance of a culture. 

The notion of a discontinuity between the Middle Ages and the Renas- 
cence does not, however, rest solely upon the misconceptions of nineteenth 
century historians: there was an actual physical shock that partly ac- 
counts for the social collapse. For in the fourteenth century the whole 
Western World was shaken to its foundations by the worst plague on 
record since that which occurred in the Eastern Empire in the sixth cen- 
tury: the bubonic plague, known as the Black Death. This disease ap- 
peared in Western Europe in 1347; in a short course of years it had 
stricken down and killed between a third and a half of the population. 
Th% most conservative estimates do not place the number at less than a 
third ; and since this applies to Europe as a whole, there is no reason to 
cast doubt on contemporary local authorities who recorded the wiping out 
of fifty per cent or more of the inhabitants. The incidence of the plague 
was doubtless higher in the cities than in the rural areas: precisely where 
the damage to the higher culture would be greatest. 

Coming suddenly, defying medical remedy, spreading swiftly and in- 
exorably from town to town, the Black Death struck terror to every heart. 
Boccaccio has left us an extremely idyllic picture, in the prologue to The 
Decameron, of the ladies and gentlemen of Florence whiling their time 
away in the country while the plague raged in the city. But there is a 
different tale from the cities themselves: husbands deserted wives, mothers 
deserted their children: corpses were piled high without anyone’s daring 
to carry them away even to lessen the dangers from putrefaction. Out of 
terror and desperation people almost forgot what it was to be human. The 
effects of this plague were far worse than the most ruthless and murderous 
war. Take a modern comparison. Add to the eight million killed in the 
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First World War the seven and a half million who died throughout the 
world in the influenza plague of 1918 : a grievous loss of life from which 
our civilization will long suffer. But our own actual' loss is insignificant 
compared to that of the fourteenth century. To make it comparable our 
sixteen million dead would have to be raised to at least six hundred 
million. 

Now this visitation occurred in a society that felt secure, that had ac- 
quired a certain easy pleasure in the “good things of life.” Suddenly 
everything vanished: security, hope, friends, neighbors, fortune, life it- 
self: vanished almost overnight, in foul disorder and hideous misery. The 
Black Plague had the effect of a prolonged Blitz. The breach thus opened 
marks a line between two ages: on one side, unity and on the other dis- 
integration. 

Such a shaking up of European society was the occasion for pious hopes 
no less than for terror: in this, too, the First World War resembled it. A 
contemporary Florentine chronicler, Matteo Villani, observed: “those few 
discreet folk who remained alive expected many things, most of which, 
by reason of the corruptions of sin, failed among mankind, whose minds 
followed marvelously in the contrary direction. They believed that those 
whom God’s grace had saved from death, having beheld the destruction 
of their neighbors and having heard the same tidings from all the nations 
of the world, would become better conditioned, virtuous, and Catholic . . . 
and would be full of love and charity towards another. But no sooner had 
the plague ceased than we saw the contrary ; for since men were few, and 
since, by hereditary succession they abounded in earthly goods, they i'or- 
got the past as though it had never been and gave themselves to a more 
shameful and disordered life than they had lived before.” 

These words recall a similar experience that took place in America 
after the Civil War, and in both America and Europe after the wholesale 
devastation of the First World War: a tendency to seek relief from remem- 
bered horror in unbridled drinking and fornicating, and to swing from 
a harsh facing of reality into an over-indulgent escapism. Even minor 
events may cause such a breakdown of the super-ego. But in the Middle 
Ages the general letdown was of the same dimensions as the catastrophe; 
for not merely was the super-ego deflated but an actual loss of continuity 
between the generations took place. 

Even historians forget too easily that the largest part of every culture 
is transmitted, not through a few institutions and a handful of texts, but by 
a million daily acts and observances and imitations. Remove even a third 
of the population, and with it will go a multitude of skills, a vast heritage 
of living knowledge, an abundance of sensitive discriminations, passed 
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from parent to child, from master to apprentice, from neighbor to neigh- 
bor. There is no mechanical substitute for a living tradition. 

In short, the Black Death produced a break in social continuity, an 
emptying out of the social heritage, between the thirteenth and the fif- 
teenth century: this amnesia exaggerated the actual physical discontinuity. 
When the people of the fifteenth century in Italy again resumed the heri- 
tage of Greece and Rome, they had the illusion that they were departing 
from their benighted “Gothic” ancestors whereas in fact they were only 
taking up once more the interests that had lapsed as a result of plague 
and social upheavals. According to Burdach, the term Middle Ages, 
“media tempestas,” first appeared in 1469; “media aetas” appeared in 
1518. To a community that had lost its living tie with the past, it seemed 
easier to begin on fresh foundations than to resume old connections. 

But though the Black Death was catastrophic, one must not give to it 
a too decisive influence in the changes that followed it. Without doubt it 
loosened connections with the immediate past, unbound ancient feudal 
ties, checked the course of medieval development, and hastened the demise 
of the whole medieval order. But a crippling illness in middle life, which 
may cut short a great career, should not obscure the fact that death was 
bound to happen in any event: so the Black Plague itself only hastened 
a series of changes that were already visible and already under way — 
changes brought about by the inherent weaknesses in the medieval 
synthesis. 

One can see this fact m the architectural transformation. Even thir- 
teenth century Gothic had lost too much of the clean, sturdy rationalism 
of the twelfth century Romanesque: it already presaged the stony filigree 
of the Flamboyant style and showed a lack of spinal conviction by an 
over-elaboration of external ornament. Huizinga, in his classic work. The 
Waning of the Middle Ages, has fully documented the morbid processes 
in late medieval society. Indeed, the return to Roman methods of con- 
struction was not due merely to the rediscover)' of Vitruvius: it was more 
fundamentally an attempt to escape the progressive corruption of me- 
dieval form and to cleanse the imagination more completely of meaning- 
less fantasy. This cleansing process took place in every department of life. 
Nowhere was the process of dissociation more rapid, nowhere did a fresh 
mutation show more vigorous life, than in the domain of economics. 

2: The Role of the Musical Banks 

As Europe grew more prosperous and more populated, the Church 
automatically increased its financial power: its tithes guaranteed that. 
This in itself proved a serious temptation to forget its heavenly tasks; but 
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the very offices of the Church served further to undermine its spiritual 
authority. Economically speaking, the Catholic Church had become a 
machine for manufacturing salvation. Its churches, 'its shrines, its art, 
above all its relics, were so much capital goods devoted to the production 
of its peculiar form of immaterial wealth. As the institution grew in 
power, this whole apparatus of production rested more and more upon 
an elaborate system of credits and debits, cleared through its “musical 
banks.” 

The internal finances of this system lent themselves, unfortunately, to 
inflation. Every priest, by a twelfth century doctrine, solidly estab- 
lished by Hugh of St. Victor and Thomas Aquinas, had an unlimited 
right to issue credit: by the act of absolution he could wipe out an un- 
favorable moral balance, while by special prayers, gifts, candles, masses, 
the purchaser of salvation could indefinitely increase his assets; so that 
if he died under the proper forms of the Church, all his speculative certifi- 
cates would be redeemed at par in Heaven. 

I have deliberately used an irreverent figure to describe this system; 
for when one examines its workings nothing could be more obvious, noth- 
ing could be more shocking, than its gross materialism. In the satire of 
Erewhon, Samuel Butler used the conceit of the Musical Banks to describe 
the unrealizable assets and the otherworldly accountancy of the Christian 
Churches; and that was a doubly felicitous stroke, in that it touched the 
specious theology of money no less than the specious economics of re- 
demption. If economic historians were as versed in theology as in eco- 
nomics, they would have realized long ago that credit finance has a close 
affiliation with the system of ecclesiastical accountancy for sins and good 
works that preceded its establishment. By the twelfth century the Church 
had been transformed from a body of believers, such as it was in the 
apostolic age, into a highly mechanized instrument of salvation. Salva- 
tion was protected by exclusive monopoly patents: the Christian dogmas. 
Out of its holy offices and rites the Church had created at long last an 
organization which was committed largely, not to spreading the gifts of 
the spirit, but to offering spurious magical substitutes for these gifts to 
those capable of making cash payments. 

This abuse did not come into existence without awaking strenuous in- 
ternal protest. The best spirits within the Church, from Petrus Cantor 
to Thomas Aquinas, campaigned against its growing venality: they were 
shocked by the practical consequences of some of their own doctrines 
and resisted the steady weakening of the divine power which their Church 
wielded. These honest men denounced the abuses of buying offices, ap- 
pointing rich magnates to ecclesiastical posts, extorting gifts from terri- 
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fied or repentant sinners of wealth, and in general, using Christian doc- 
trine as a means of buttressing the Church’s worldly position. If one 
wishes to understand why a man of the stature of Dante could be on the 
side of the Emperor rather than the Pope, in the grand contest between 
the two powers, one must realize that the greatest actual abuses of power 
were visible within the Church: the Emperor could seem an ideal figure 
because he possessed no such opportunities. 

The mechanization of salvation was abetted by the very growth of 
wealth and economic activity in the community at large. All the oppor- 
tunities for constructive activity, for travel, for the enjoyment of varied 
foods and beautiful clothes and perfumes and jewels only added to the 
general sense of guilt: in a moment of crisis, an illness or a bereavement, 
the sinner would feel the need for removing this burden. Even Boccaccio, 
after the plague, repented of his lusty, worldljf stories and took to the- 
ology. The words of the Church still held men; the doctrines of the Church 
had become automatisms, accepted without question: the super-ego, cou- 
pled with so many functions and needs that served the ego in a positive 
way, still kept its hold on the whole personality. Believing the doctrines 
of the Church, it was evident to most people that a good part of their life 
was lived in mortal sin, and that they were therefore certain to meet an 
eternity of torture. 

So an uneasy sense of guilt grew more general, and the need to avoid 
Blame grew with it. Dr. Henry A. Murray and his associates have listed 
the need for “blame-avoidance” as one of the universal human needs; 
and the Church, deepening the sense of guilt, self-reproach, and anxiety 
by its heavy demands on the conscience, now brought into existence an 
elaborate mechanism for removing this very guilt and ensuring a future 
state of bliss. In the eighth century the Church had instituted the practice 
of private confession: a potent psychological release. But now the con- 
fession was definitely put into the hands of the priest as a means of in- 
creasing the Church’s police surveillance over the community; and along 
with it, came the device of priestly absolution. This was a new weapon 
of power. Nought was secret from the priesthood: the sinner could not 
take refuge in indifference and silence. If he sought to jump out of the 
frying pan of the confessional he might find himself in the fire of the 
Inquisition. 

Other means of lifting guilt multiplied, besides the holy pilgrimages 
and the confessional. Self-imposed torture, originally practiced chiefly 
by those dedicated to a holy life, became common. The sect of Flagellants 
arose in the thirteenth century, first in Bohemia, then Italy: processions 
of them appeared on die road, armed with scourges, their heads covered 
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but their bodies bare to the waist: they whipped each other to ease their 
guilt. Peter Damian got involved in the mathematics of penance: three 
thousand blows equaled a year of penance. But Dominicus Loricatus used 
a rod in each hand, and doubled the number of blows: according to 
Damian he boasted he was capable of doing a hundred years’ penance 
in six days. Record breaking and credit finance: both these were signs 
of spiritual bankruptcy. 

In short, the so-called “age of faith” left a long record of na'ive blas- 
phemies and sophisticated self-betrayals. Medieval Christianity, in the act 
of holding the super-ego at an impossible height, had helped to create this 
dualism, this ambivalence, this intolerable tension. Thus the split between 
profession and practice widened; and the altitude of most Christians be- 
came double-faced: they wanted to make the best of both worlds. In 
terms of their everyday lives, few men could remain Christians and keep 
their self-respect: they failed too often. But in meeting the common need 
for blame-avoidance by a contrivance that poured wealth into the treasury 
of the Church, the officers of the Church threw open the doors to doubt, 
cynicism, and heresy. The cure for a bad conscience brought on a worse 
one. 

All these contradictions gave rise to doctrinal doubt. Alain of Lille was 
forced to combat people who thought that the soul disappeared with death 
and could not be resurrected: Amalric of Benes, who died at the beginning 
of the thirteenth century, was a pantheist; and Frederick II of Sicily, who 
became one of the persecutors of heresy, was himself a savage, unprinci- 
pled heretic, who called Moses, Christ, and Mohammed the three im- 
postors. Joinville cites a truly pious man who nevertheless disbelieved in 
the Eucharist; and in the midst of a sermon, Berthold of Regensburg was 
taunted by a voice from the congregation which said: “Brother Berthold, 
thou speakest oft and oft of these devils and all their sleights, yet we 
never hear or see or touch or feel a single devil.” 

Doubt was in the air: the reign of the Two Popes was a political symbol 
of a far deeper schism in Christendom: those who date this change from 
the Reformation simply ignore the abundant evidence that springs from 
the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries. The elaborate apparatus 
that the Church erected in every part of Europe for the extirpation of 
heresy is sufficient proof that the old unanimity was gone. Doubt entered, 
not chiefly as an expression of materialism, but as a challenge on the 
part of the more intelligent and the more virtuous against the Church’s 
unscrupulous use of magical remedies and its enjoyment of financial 
rewards. 

Not merely did the spectacle of ecclesiastical corruption cause doubt 
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to enter: even piety became self-critical of its anomalous results. Lea cites 
the admirable wisdom of the early members of the Priory of Grammont, 
who all-too-well knew from what quarter the foul wind came. When 
the relics of its founder, St. Stephen of Thiem, commenced to show his 
sanctity by curing a paralytic knight and restoring sight to a blind man, 
the brothers became alarmed. Stephen’s successor, Peter of Limoges, thus 
addressed the departed saint: “Oh, Servant of God, thou hast shown us 
the path of poverty and hast earnestly striven to teach us to walk therein. 
Now thou wishest to lead us from the straight and narrow way of salva- 
tion to the broad road of eternal death. Thou hast preached solitude, and 
now thou seekest to convert the solitude into a marketplace and a fair. 
We already believe sufficiently in thy saintliness. Then work no more 
miracles to prove it, and at the same time to destroy our humility. . . . 
If thou doest otherwise, we declare, by the obedience we have vowed to 
thee, that we will dig up thy bones and cast them into the river.” 

The attitude of these sensitive monks was as rare as the evil they sought 
to avert was omnipresent. Christianity paid a heavy price for that super- 
naturalism which over-rode common sense and science and reason, and 
which gave to a merely human institution, open to corruption, the airs and 
constant attributes of divinity. The cult of salvation, over-reaching itself, 
became progressively more materialistic: its gifts had less than nothing 
to do with the spirit. Outward penances became substitutes for inner re- 
pentance. By the time Evelyn visited the Cathedral at Saint Denis in the 
seventeenth century he found the following “holy” relics: “a nail from 
ouV Saviour’s Cross in a box of gold full of precious stones, a crucifix of 
the true wood of the Cross, carved by Pope Clement III ... a box in 
which is some of the Virgin’s hair; some of the linen in which our blessed 
Saviour was wrapped at his nativity” — and so on. Those were the tangible 
assets of the Musical Banks. 

3: The Heresy of Capitalism 

Max Weber’s thesis, that Protestantism played a prime part in the 
conception and development of capitalism, has become current during 
the last generation. In view of the patent facts of history, this belief is 
as strange as it is indefensible: for it assumes that modem capitalism 
did not take form until the sixteenth century; whereas it existed as a muta- 
tion at least three centuries earlier and by the fourteenth century it per- 
vaded Italy: a country where Protestantism has never been able to gain 
a hold. 

Capitalism was, in fact, the great heresy of the Middle Ages: the chief 
challenge to the ideal claims of Christianity. And if medieval theology 
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failed to expunge this heresy, the cause of its failure should be plain: the 
heresy had been nourished in the very bosom of the Church, and almost 
from the first had the protection of the Papacy. It wa& not Calvin in the 
sixteenth century, but Vincent of Beauvais in the thirteenth who first ad- 
monished people to work, not just for a living, but for the sake of accu- 
mulation, which would lead to the further production of wealth. 

The prudent side of capitalism, its thrift and regularity and mechanical 
order, developed in the Benedictine monasteries: this counterbalanced an 
adventurous side which went to the establishment of trading posts and the 
staking out of new territories for commerce and colonization. Here, too, 
the Church had a part to play. Just as trade in the nineteenth century fol- 
lowed the flag, from the thirteenth century on it followed the Cross. The 
traders themselves could hope to acquire spiritual merit in the act of fill- 
ing their purses in heathendom. The shift from religion to finance was 
so subtle, the inter-actions so complicated, that it is sometimes hard to say 
which came first, and which motive was uppermost. 

There is no doubt, however, that theological capitalism made its ap- 
pearance far in advance of any protestant doctrine in either religion or 
economics. It was the schoolmen who invented the decisive theory of the 
“Treasury of Salvation.” According to this theory, Lea points out, the 
Church had accumulated a great treasure through the merits of the Cruci- 
fixion and the martyrdom of the saints. The Pope, as Vicar of God, had 
the unlimited dispensation of this treasure, by issuing pardons, either 
plenary or partial. What was this but a theory of capital accumulation 
and investment for profit? The cardinal who went to Augsburg to examine 
Luther pointed out to him how this doctrine had been established by the 
Bull Unigenitus issued by Clement VI in 1343. 

The very fact that the Church arrived at such a doctrine when it did, 
is a proof that its original ideology had become tainted. Because of the 
vast amount of property and income it commanded, the Church inevitably 
got tangled in finance; and though it might buzz its spiritual wings, 
like a fly that has been caught on a ribbon of flypaper, its feet were never- 
theless firmly glued to the institutions of property. The official Church 
could not oppose capitalism without threatening itself with a loss of prac- 
tical power and a loss of human influence, as a bank for the issue of 
spiritual merits and for the writing off of spiritual debts, in return for cash 
payments and certain other good and valuable considerations. The change 
to cash payments in commutation of sins went along with the change to 
cash payments in meeting feudal dues. 

For a while, Christians attempted to combat the evils of unrestricted 
trade by transferring their more sinful economic actions to a scapegoat. 
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The Jews were conveniently at hand to serve in this role. Ever since the 
Dispersion the Jewish traders had plied their trade wherever the faintest 
protection was offered, from China to England: in a community whose 
wealth was immobilized in land and whose economic horizon was limited, 
the Jews specialized in the fluid medium of money and their international 
connections furthered wider interchange. If they lent their money at usuri- 
ous rates, the risks were appalling, even in the safest channels of com- 
merce: on personal as well as commercial loans the interest might be as 
high as forty per cent. At worst, the usurer existed in the medieval com- 
munity like the hangman: he performed a necessary function that still, 
in terms of Christian doctrine, was so repulsive that it placed him outside 
the pale of ordinary living. 

As money accumulated and the opportunities for investment grew, the 
Church made various compliances with the need for commercial loans. 
Though one could not exact interest for a loan, one was permitted to exact 
an indemnity for non-payment: so usury was given and received by mak- 
ing short term loans, with an indemnity to cover the intentional non-pay- 
ment and the consequent extension of the loan. (This exactly parallels the 
usurious exactions on second mortgage renewals, long current in the United 
States in the face of anti-usury laws.) The displacement of Jews by Lom- 
bards and Tuscans neither furthered Christian practice nor lessened the 
opportunities for usury: on the contrary, the desire for riches and the 
opportunities for getting rich increased by leaps and bounds. The change 
from a goods economy to a cash economy came swiftly: so early that the 
essential difference could be described by Thomas Aquinas. 

“Wealth is twofold, as the Philosopher says . . . viz. natural and arti- 
ficial. Natural wealth is that which serves man as a remedy for his natural 
wants: such as food, drink, clothing, carts, dwellings, and such like. While 
artificial wealth is that which is not a direct help to nature, as money; 
but this is invented by the art of man, for the convenience of exchange, 
and as a measure of things salable. . . . The desire for riches is not 
infinite: because they suffice for nature in a certain measure. But the de- 
sire for artificial wealth is infinite, for it is the servant of disordered con- 
cupiscence, which is not curbed.” It was disordered concupiscence that 
became a driving force in the fourteenth century. Even two centuries be- 
fore, Alain of Lille, in the Complaint of Nature, had said: “Not Caesar 
now, but money, is all.” 

Capitalism as a method of business and a habit of life undermined 
medieval institutions at many points. But tire greatest challenge of all was 
that to its ethical standards and its notions of a holy and seemly life. 
The capitalist personality, directed to self-help and gain, was the an- 
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tithesis to the Christian who sought to love his neighbor as himself: indeed, 
to the medieval moralist, the capitalist was little better than a criminal. 
“Alas! how many folk there are who strive for filthy lucre and gain filthy 
lucre!” exclaims Berthold of Regensburg. “Such are deceivers in their 
trade and handiwork; such are men thieves and women thieves, within 
the house and without; usurers, pawnbrokers, money-lenders, and fore- 
stallers that they may buy cheaper.” Berthold would not have been 
shocked at Proudhon’s dictum that property was theft: indeed, in Dante’s 
time, as Yossler points out, a common saying in Italy was that a rich man 
had either committed injustice or was the heir of one who was unjust. 

Between the thirteenth and the nineteenth century one may sum up the 
change in the moral climate by saying that the seven deadly sins became 
the seven cardinal virtues. All the practices of the worldly life, which had 
been hitherto banned by the Church, were now either tacitly sanctioned 
or actively stimulated. Avarice ceased to be a sin: the minute attention 
to the care of worldly goods, the hoarding of pennies, the unwillingness 
to spend one’s surplus on others — all these habits were useful for capital 
saving. Greed, gluttony, avarice, envy, and luxury were constant incen- 
tives to industry: without envy, the potential enterpriser might be con- 
tent with his lot in life instead of trying to climb out of it. Riches now 
acquired sanctity: they opened the gates of the Kingdom, they furnished 
the power, they created the glory. The Catholic Church itself put no bridle 
on its own wants: it rather succumbed faster than any other institution 
to the pomps and vanities of this wicked world. One must not forget that 
it was partly to pay Raphael and Michelangelo that simony and indul- 
gences flourished in Rome. 

In short, the Church, in the interests of its own survival, flouted Chris- 
tian faith, which is not in the least concerned with mortal survival. 

The whole moral change that took place under capitalism can be 
summed up in the fact that human purposes, human needs, and human 
limits no longer exercised a directive and restraining influence upon in- 
dustry: people worked, not to maintain life, but to increase money and 
pow T er and to minister to the ego that found satisfaction in vast accumula- 
tions of money and power. In replying to the Diet of Niirnberg’s inquiry 
on monopoly in the sixteenth century, the financiers of Augsburg said: 
“It is impossible to limit the size of companies, for that would limit busi- 
ness and hurt the common welfare; the bigger and more numerous they 
are, the better for everybody. ... If a merchant cannot do business 
above a certain amount, what is he to do with his surplus money? . . . 
Some people talk of limiting the earning capacity of investments. This 
would be unbearable and would work great injustice and harm by taking 
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away the livelihood of widows, orphans, and other sufferers, noble and 
non-noble, who derive their income from investments in companies.” All 
the articles of the capitalist faith are implied in that classic statement: 
even the precious widows and orphans are there. 

Now, up to the emergence of capitalism, economic life had had a strong 
moral foundation. It was rooted in the notion that every act of life was 
under the Judgment of God: the trade of market stall no less than the 
judgments of the market court. Hence the conception of the just price: a 
price determined by the intrinsic value of the commodity and its actual 
cost of production, divorced from the accidents of individual preference 
or material scarcity. The guilds set themselves to establish standards of 
workmanship and to maintain price levels: an active war went on against 
those who debased commodities, who tried to corner them, or who sought 
to avoid selling them in the open market at the standard price, first come, 
first served. Against the Roman legal motto, Let the buyer beware, the 
medieval economist held rather, Let buyer and seller both fear God. 
Medieval production, down to the sixteenth century, centered on secu- 
rity, regularity, equity: social justice was more important than private 
advantage. 

But the capitalist transvaluation of human values went on steadily; 
and its supreme success was in making pride and luxury the central vir- 
tues. Though the Church, in its real wisdom, regarded pride as the worst 
of sins, it now became the very pillar of the economic and political order. 
It was pride in wealth that made the great wholesale guilds draw away 
from the petty handicraft guilds. It was pride that promoted the luxury 
trades and that increased the visible gap between the high and the low, 
the fat people and the lean people. Now the doctrines of meekness and 
humility served not to dethrone the mighty but to bind in chains a growing 
proletariat. 

Yet at first, before capitalism had cut loose entirely from the medieval 
community and formed a new social complex of its own, the very fluid 
nature of this institution made it a welcome release from the fixed usages 
of feudal society. Apart from the great textile industries of the thirteenth 
century and the mining enterprises of the fifteenth, the chief form of capi- 
tal investment was in ships and cargoes: a medium of social circulation 
no less than of transport. Money was both an instrument for wider trade 
and a symbol of freedom: freedom from feudal status and feudal dues: 
freedom of economic choice, in contrast to the narrow opportunities of 
local barter. Urban industrial centers used money to purchase their politi- 
cal freedom. Even to the common man, therefore, the growing power of 
finance might seem at first a happy advance over ancient feudal compul- 
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sions. And there is no doubt that, in breaking through the cake of irra- 
tional custom, in undertaking fresh enterprises, in encouraging the proc- 
esses of rational agreement, in accustoming men once more to the idea 
of taking risks in other fields than war, capitalism was often in its early 
phases a healthy, liberating influence. 

Five centuries must pass before the pure Economic Man will appear: 
a shipwrecked middle class individualist, living by his wits on a desert 
island: Robinson Crusoe. But the willingness to take risks on the part 
of the new merchant adventurers, emphasized a new boldness and hope- 
fulness about worldly existence. To make profits and to take losses, to 
balance up accounts on earth instead of expecting nothing but losses on 
earth and waiting for Heaven to even up accounts — this was a profound 
change for both the community and the person. It turned covert practices 
into overt ones, and it removed the perpetual bad conscience of the Chris- 
tian by dropping his super-ego onto a much lower plane. Capitalism em- 
phasized self-reliance and trusted the human will. One could take risks 
and remain solvent. One could lose all, and still survive, to try again. 
If gains were not permanent, losses were not irreparable. Bankruptcy 
cleaned the slate and one might start again. All this had a moral overtone. 
A new sense of self-confidence spread from the individual trader to society 
at large. 

4: Outlines of the Economic Man 

From the beginning, the new economy, with its stress on thrift, was 
faced with a rival motive that grew out of the very nature of capitalist 
ambition: the desire to raise the quantity of goods consumed and in par- 
ticular, to turn luxuries into daily necessities. This double pull resulted 
at first in a seemingly simple division of labor: the aristocracy remained 
the spenders and the merchant classes became the savers: meanwhile, a 
growing proletariat, deprived of land no less than the individual tools 
of production, remained outside the new order, or rather, was shoved 
down beneath it. Power and wealth, in fact, were achieved at the expense 
of the poor and the powerless. 

Part of the success of capitalism came through its taking over for its 
own purposes Christian doctrines and Christian habits: for example, the 
postponement of present pleasures for the sake of much greater future 
rewards, which is the core of the doctrine of heavenly salvation. Capital 
saving was based on this pious formula: the justification of interest and 
profits was connected with the original act of abnegation and deferment: 
present self-denial promoted future self-aggrandizement. “In our times,” 
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observed Machiavelli, “we have seen nothing great done except by those 
who have been esteemed niggardly; the others have all been ruined.” 

Between 1278 and 1340 Genoa, according to Lucas, began to keep its 
municipal accounts by double entry; and in Venice, as early as 1494, 
Luca Pacial published a treatise on book-keeping by this method. These 
facts are landmarks in the new development; for in commercial book- 
keeping the day of judgment is always at hand. No matter what one’s 
hopes, ambitions, schemes, the figures themselves provide a check upon 
the unbridled human imagination. 

This methodical use of numbers, furthered by the Arabic notation, was 
a profound contribution to the human economy: systematic quantitative 
thinking in the modern world began at this point. By means of reading, 
writing, and arithmetic, the merchant systematically recorded his transac- 
tions in the marketplace, kept track of the stock on hand, noted the com- 
ing and going of ships, followed the reports and letters of far-flung agents, 
calculated the risks on future investments, and eventually in insurance 
reduced to predictable regularity the chances of death, fire, and physical 
accidents. The actual transactions of business might still be devious and 
intuitive and therefore somewhat chaotic; but the notation in the account 
books was systematic and clear. 

Numbers thus came to exert an independent hold over the imagination: 
quantitative thinking and cash values displaced qualitative discrimination 
and esthetic and moral values. It was not by accident that Marco Polo 
was derisively nicknamed Marco Millions. Like any other merchant, he 
was impressed by figures; and millions were more important to him than 
thousands. Size in itself became a value. Bigger was better: more ex- 
pensive was more important. Even in the age of Cathedral-building that 
spirit had taken root. 

Along with this arithmetical regularity went a regular habit of life: 
the introduction of town clocks in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
is but one symptom of the fact that business was no longer regulated by 
the sun and the powers of the human frame: the clock tells the hour, re- 
minds one that the day is short and that time is money. The methodical 
expenditure of hours matched the methodical accountancy of money: in- 
deed, the growth of the large-scale textile factory in the late Middle Ages 
was prompted, possibly, by a desire to enforce diligence on the worker 
through an overseership that could not be exercised so easily in the loose 
routine of the small shop. By a rigorous economizing of the worker s 
time, a loom in a big factory would turn out more ells of cloth per day 
than in the small workshop where a worker might stop to gossip or stretch 
his legs. This is perhaps the one case where Karl Marx’s theory of surplus 
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value, as derived from the extra hour of work appropriated for himself 
by the capitalist, is anything but a metaphysical phantom. 

Firm steps toward a regulated, sober life were already taken by the 
fourteenth century: the praise of this new mode of existence was sung 
by the Venetian merchant and public servant, Louis Cornaro, in the next 
century. He wrote a veritable hymn to orderly living; and he held up 
the regular and temperate life he had lived from middle age onward as 
the chief cause of his practical success. “It is through order,” he ex- 
claimed, “that the sciences are more easily mastered; it is order that 
gives victory to armies; and finally, it is due to order that the stability 
of families, of cities, and even of governments, is maintained. Therefore 
I conclude that orderly living is the most positive law and foundation of 
a long and healthy life.” Benjamin Franklin, with the account book in 
which he entered his virtues and his sins, could add nothing to this pre- 
scription. 

These new habits had direct moral consequences. Work ceased to be 
merely the curse of Adam: it gave dignity to man, and St. Antonino of 
Padua therefore reviled nobles “who are unwilling to work and yet who 
directly seek by lending their money to merchants to secure an annual 
interest besides the eventual return of an undiminished capital.” The 
regularity of the merchant, his respect for objective truth, his habit of 
quantitative reckoning, gave him a position above those who credited 
their hopes and fancies too easily: the merchant was a man who could 
be trusted. When John Colet, Dean of St. Paul’s, refounded the grammar 
school of that Cathedral, Erasmus tells us that “after he had finished all, 
he left the perpetual care and oversight of the state and government of it, 
not to the clergy, not to the Bishop, not to the Chapter, not to any great 
minister at Court, but among married laymen, to the Company of Mer- 
cers, men of probity and reputation. And when he was asked the reason 
of so committing this trust, he answered to this effect: ‘that there is no 
absolute certainty in human affairs; but for his part, he found less cor- 
ruption in such a body of citizens than in any other order or degree of 
mankind.’ ” 

That was high testimony; and one will not grasp the commanding posi- 
tion that the capitalist personality finally assumed, as an ideal type, un- 
less one realizes that the confidence was once, in no small part, earned. 
The very mechanism of exchange through notes and drafts, issued by cor- 
respondents in remote places beyond the reach of law, presumed a degree 
of honor and truth and equity that far outweighed the occasional abuses 
that followed. A certain kind of moral soundness, not without a tinge of 
self-righteousness, went into the new bourgeois character: a firm will, a 
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sober regard for consequences, an unflagging zeal that evened out the 
ups and downs of temperament. The ultimate praise for a merchant went 
beyond fidelity to a written contract: “His word is as good as gold.” 

But the two moralities, one associated with the protective economy of 
the Middle Ages, the other with the expanding economy of the new period, 
remained in conflict down to the eighteenth century, when the guilds them- 
selves, long petrified, were finally buried. It was in the spirit of the earlier 
culture that the Goodman of Paris, around 1393, observed to his wife: 
“The Devil giveth six commandments to the avaricious man: the first, 
that he take good care of his own; the second, that he lend not without 
gain, and do not good before his death; the third, that he eat all alone 
and do not courtesy nor alms-giving; the fourth, that he restrain his house- 
hold from eating and drinking ; the fifth, that he give away neither crumb 
nor remnant; the sixth, that he seek diligently to pile up for his heirs.” 
If he followed these sinful commandments, his descendants might live 
like lords. 

In line with this, the capitalist morality was one founded on pride 
and aggression: it was directed toward the overthrow of Holy Poverty; 
toward the substitution of individual possessions for the communism of 
the monasteries and for the brotherly plenitude of the guilds; toward 
the detachment of the acquisitive enterpriser from the personal interests 
and distributive generosity of the family group. The new capitalist per- 
sonality stood progressively outside the municipality, the guild, the fam- 
ily, and rejected their restraining ties and their humane preoccupations. 

1 Those who fancy that this capitalist morality is a spontaneous and alto- 
gether natural one, founded on man’s “real” nature, do not understand 
the amount of positive indoctrination and effortful conversion that its 
eventual success demanded: the mere instinct of possessiveness, which a 
dog displays in the guarding of a bone or an infant in claiming a doll, 
had little to do with the unceasing preoccupation with arithmetical gains 
and the masterful acquisitiveness that motivated the capitalist. 

Property has natural limits: limits of use, beyond which more property 
is a burden. But capital has no limits whatever. No glutton can eat a hun- 
dred pheasants; no drunkard can drink a hundred bottles of wine at a 
sitting; and if anyone schemed to have so much food and wine brought 
to his table daily, he would be mad. Once, however, he could exchange 
the potential pheasants and Burgundy for marks or thalers, he could 
direct the labor of his neighbors, and achieve the place of an aristocrat 
without being to the manor born. Economic activity ceased to deal with 
the tangible realities of the medieval world — land and com and houses 
and universities and cities. It was transformed into the pursuit of an 
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abstraction — money. Business credit supplanted religious belief: solvency 
took the place of salvation. 

The important point to grasp here is that the capitalist super-ego was 
as much in conflict with man’s diversified biological and social needs as 
that of the Christian Church: it was based on an equally wholesale system 
of denials and negations; and that fact is no less true, because capitalism 
denied another area of the human personality than that which the Church 
endeavored to subdue. Nothing could make this clearer than the history 
of the House of Fugger, the great Augsburg bankers. Why did this great 
firm of international bankers and enterprisers come to such an early end? 
Because even in that day, the traditional anti-capitalist morality and the 
traditional way of life had a greater appeal to Anton Fugger’s nephews. 
His eldest nephew, Hans Jacob, refused to take over the direction of the 
business “on the ground that the business of the city and his own affairs” 
gave him too much to do. Hans Jacob’s brother, George, said that he had 
rather live in peace: a third nephew, Christopher, was equally obdurate. 
None of these sensible fellows had sufficient desire to add to the Fugger 
millions. 

Decades and centuries must pass before the capitalist personality be- 
came supreme, before an entire civilization was ordered by its regular 
habits, stung by its acquisitiveness, lured by its promised comforts and 
luxuries, and debilitated by its automatisms. Before that state could be 
reached, the economic pattern of aggression needed reinforcement from 
the agents of government: their combined efforts were required to create 
the debased super-ego of the utilitarian man. 

5: The Arts of Power 

In the Middle Ages, government was dispersed but moral authority was 
concentrated. Legal codes varied: the moral code for Europe was uniform. 
From the fourteenth century on these conditions were reversed. 

Financial concentration and political despotism went together; and 
while M. V. Clarke is correct in pointing out that the democratic processes 
of government held on longest in cities like Florence and Venice, which 
were the most advanced examples of the new money economy, the relation 
between economic monopoly and political monopoly is nevertheless a close 
one. Like Athens, Florence kept the forms of democracy as long as it 
united all its classes in the tasks of imperialist aggrandizement: when 
Florence had absorbed the surrounding municipalities and the country- 
side, the Medicis vaulted into power. Once the reins of government were 
in his hands, the appointed war leader could maintain his tyranny only 
by replacing citizen armies with paid armies: this gave power to the big 
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financial magnates, like Bardi in Rome, Medici in Florence, Sforza in 
Milan, Pepoli in Bologna, Vignate in Lodi. Where concentration of power 
took a more national form, as in England, Spain, France, political gov- 
ernment courted the co-operation of the great bankers and business men, 
and repaid them handsomely in titles, lands, and commercial monopolies. 

The post-medieval period was a period of wide enclosures and large- 
scale consolidations. Within the definite boundary lines of the new terri- 
torial state, unified areas of administration were established. Burckhardt 
has been reproached as a mere dilettante in political thought because he 
characterized the state established by the Italian tyrants as a deliberate 
work of art; but his insight here was better than that of his critics. In 
politics, as in painting after the invention of the easel picture, the new 
life was held together in a rigid frame: the unity imposed by despotism 
had an esthetic as well as a practical object; and that esthetic end, as I 
demonstrated in The Culture of Cities, was embodied in the layout and 
in the architectural development of the Baroque city. In the Middle Ages 
the historic patchwork of feudal and municipal privileges, duties, and 
rights, based upon dedications, pre-emptions, conquests, charters, mar- 
riages, could only be remembered: outside the Church there was no con- 
tinuous field of government. But the new territorial state, on the contrary, 
could be seen or at least visualized : it was a visible whole, and each coun- 
try that was politically unified became, so to say, a self-contained picture. 
This visualization of power became possible only when territorial continu- 
ity became an attribute of the sovereign state. Where geographical boun- 
daries aided such visualization, as in England, the national state had its 
earliest and its longest continued growth. 

Even deeper however went the likeness between politics and painting. 
In contrast to medieval graphic design, in which the eye shifts easily from 
one part of the picture to another, taking in details, without presuming 
the existence of a fixed spectator with a fixed point of view, everything 
that happens in the new style of painting that took form in Italy results 
from the artist’s own rigid intention: the details are related to a central 
observer. So in politics. The king and his bureaucracy no longer moved 
around to hold court and dispense judgments: in the fourteenth century 
they began to settle down in the new political capitals. Control no longer 
required personal presence: it could now be operated at a distance from 
the center, by means of a bureaucratic and military mechanism. Just as 
all the sight lines in renascence perspective converge on the artist, so all 
the lines of political force in the new state converge on the central magnet: 
the Prince. The whole effort of absolutism is to build up in the capital city 
a ritual that will be so attractive, a presence that will be so commanding. 
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that no one will voluntarily cut himself off from the throne or attempt to 
challenge its claims. Here or nowhere was “real life”: here or nowhere 
one counted in the picture. The incarnation and embodiment of power be- 
came, accordingly, the great preoccupation of courtly politics. 

The first of these despotic states was that which the Emperor Frederick 
II erected in Sicily: here in the germ one may behold all the vices of 
tyrannical government from Napoleon to Hitler. It was perhaps no acci- 
dent that Thomas Aquinas, a subject of Frederick’s, wrote a justification 
of tyrannicide. Typically, Frederick broke down the power of the feudal 
lords, centralized the administration of justice by providing for appeal 
from the feudal courts, did away with popular elections of all kinds, and 
wiped out the integrated corporate life that had hitherto prevailed. In 
general, citizens were reduced to subjects, and the new state became their 
universal prison. Under Frederick, people were forbidden even to marry 
out of their country without special permission: they were forbidden any 
leeway in religious belief; and they were not allowed to study abroad: 
in short every detail of totalitarian tyranny was present. 

Herewith began the cult of uniformity: uniform laws, uniform taxes, 
uniform obligations. Various technical devices, including the revival of 
the Corpus Juris Civilis of Justinian abetted this uniformity: late Roman 
law emphasized the rights of property and the despotic power of the 
Prince, and it encouraged the revival of torture as a shortcut in obtaining 
evidence and manufacturing power. With the backing of despotism this 
code made its way far beyond the Latin countries: into Germany, Scot- 
land, Scandinavia. This wiping out of meaningless irregularities and 
functionless diversities was, up to a point, a real boon: it was a help to 
the merchant to have the constant protection of the sovereign on the King’s 
Highway: it was an aid to national trade to have a common system of 
weights and measures and coinages in every part of the kingdom — though 
this came tardily. In the Middle Ages even the Calendar had not been uni- 
form: the year began at Christmas in some places, in March in other 
places; and it was not till the sixteenth century that January first became 
the acknowledged date for beginning the year. On all such matters, the 
acts of centralized authority tended to promote a wider community. 

Unfortunately, power battens on its own success and its appetite grows 
with every morsel it swallows: that is one of the surest lessons of history. 
Dante was not deceived by this new phenomenon when it appeared, though 
he was innocent enough to believe that a universal emperor might remedy 
it. He was not deceived even though tyranny was embellished from the 
first by an increased patronage of art. “What mean their trumpets and 
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bells, their horses and their flutes,” he exclaimed, “but ‘Come hangman — 
come vulture!’ ” 

The hangman was ready, and the vulture pounced on its prey. As in 
the twentieth century, despotism was fortified by a deliberate cult of vio- 
lence. Those who raised their voices against oppression were quickly put 
out of the way: poison, the stiletto, the dungeon, the stake were all at 
hand for those who opposed the Prince’s pretensions to unlimited power. 
Cannon and muskets placed power in the hands of those who could pay 
for these expensive weapons and feed the ruffians who were commanded 
to use them. This terrorism within the state produced subjects who closed 
their mouths, minded their own business, and ceased to have a part in 
public affairs or even to be interested in them. Much of the so-called 
growth of individuality during the renascence was in fact a growth of 
social irresponsibility: divorced from their normal social obligations in 
the guild, the municipality, the Church, people became self-centered and 
self-absorbed. As for him who made the law, be believed himself above 
the law: hence the fiction of unlimited sovereignty. But in fact every 
despot was the victim of his servants: he prospered to the extent that he 
fed their vanity and satisfied their appetite. Not even a Colbert or a Turgot 
could ultimately stand up against the contrary opinion of the Court. 

The tyrant had certain technical advantages over the municipal ad- 
ministrators he supplanted. He governed for a lifetime instead of being 
elected to office for a few months or at most a year: he concentrated re- 
sponsibility instead of being forced to divide it with a jealous committee 
of rival fellow-guildsmen: he could forecast his expenditures in an annual 
budget — a device that even the most progressive cities long lacked. In 
short, the Prince extended and unified the affairs of state in time no 
less than in space: an indubitable advantage. But, as Castiglione pointed 
out, “licentious liberty” grows out of despotic rule and therefore despots 
never understand the truth of anything: “their mind is so corrupted 
through seeing themselves always obeyed and (as it were) worshiped” 
that they will take no counsel or advice from others. Self-infatuation and 
self-aggrandizement: the pathology of power: suspicion and isolation. 

Once Christian doctrines and Christian insights were reduced to mere 
rote, the pathology of power ceased to be understood; and then the sin 
of pride knew no bounds. Louis XIV’s inflated ego could not bear the 
appearance of anything that seemed to curb his absolutism: the Sun King 
must not be put in the shade. So he deliberately avoided Paris, because 
it was not inhabited by people who shared sufficiently in the illusions his 
courtiers kept up for him. The dream of absolutism was like a leaky tire 
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that needed continually to be re-inflated: a continued pressure toward ex- 
pansion was the price of its survival. 

! 

6: The Cult of Corruption 

If Petrarch gave an idealized picture of the Prince, Machiavelli sought 
to unmask the ideal and draw closer to the iron face of actuality. Ideals, 
according to Machiavelli, have no office in the real world except to serve 
as a disguise for the actions that contradict and betray them. The Prince 
must always seem on the side of virtue only in order to work more effec- 
tively in the cause of power; for within the state, power alone is virtue, 
and like virtue, is its own reward. In the breakup of medieval society, 
the divorce between ethics and politics had now become complete: Mach- 
iavelli sought only to give this divorce the authority of a written decree. 

But note: Machiavelli, in his little handbook for despots, The Prince, 
still found a justification for his nurture of baseness in one of the dogmas 
of the Christian religion: original sin. According to him, men are innately 
bad and no one would do good unless he were obliged to. This has always 
been the standard excuse for absolutism. In Christian doctrine, however, 
original sin does not stand alone: it is bound up with the possibility of 
grace, redemption, perfection. Machiavelli conveniently turned a half- 
truth into a brazen lie; on this assumption there were only three weapons 
of effective government: force, terrorism, and corruption. Plainly, evil 
can be simple-minded as well as virtue. There was something essentially 
callow in Machiavelli’s admiration for a treacherous, murderous villain 
like Cesare Borgia. Such adolescent fixations should confine themselves 
to the world of pure fantasy and not pretend to deal with the affairs of 
men. 

The doctrines of Christianity assumed that man was something more 
than a mere animal; but the philosophers of despotism were forced to 
assume that he was something less. 

Machiavelli held, for example, that a man would always be more ag- 
grieved because his property was taken away than because his father was 
killed: that looks as if he had discovered a political use for the Oedipus 
complex. But his understanding of human nature was too limited, for he 
held that men in general were “ungrateful, voluble, dissemblers, anxious 
to avoid danger, covetous of gain.” All of this was true, provided one 
did not forget to look on the opposite side of the scales: for there is 
equal historic evidence to show that men are also loyal, honest, ready 
to face danger, indifferent to personal gain when principles are at stake 
or loyalties are awakened. If Machiavelli had even remembered the his- 
tory of the Inquisition, that remorseless agent of power, he would not 
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have overlooked hundreds of heretics, from the time of the Albigensian 
massacres on, who suffered horrible tortures and accepted death rather 
than make a verba! retraction which would satisfy the demands of the 
Church they despised. 

It is this capacity for both badness and goodness, for conduct that would 
disgrace a healthy animal and for conduct that would honor an angel, 
that gives human character its range, its variety, its unexpected debacles 
and upsurges. Man’s very loyalty to symbols, to “mere” words, and 
“mere” personal feelings, confounds every purely materialist code of con- 
duct. Machiavelli did not say a word too much when he pictured the 
devices of corruption whereby men may become the willing accomplices 
of those who wield power: all surrender to tyranny begins with self-cor- 
ruption, that is, in the unwillingness to attend to public duties and in the 
readiness to give up precious political rights in return for a life of undis- 
turbed self-indulgence. But unfortunately for Machiavelli’s ability to- deal 
with reality, he was forced to treat virtue itself as a mere variant of cor- 
ruption: a more subtle disguise for the same evil propensities. His politi- 
cal philosophy accounted for an Alexander, a Caligula, a Frederick II, a 
Cesare Borgia; but it had no key to the character of a Demosthenes, a 
Thomas More, a Garibaldi, or an Abraham Lincoln. 

If human beings were always as base as Machiavelli pictured them, 
despotism would be the only available system of government, and men 
would deserve nothing better: then the dream of Dostoyevsky’s Grand 
Inquisitor would come true. But to make despotism work, one must first 
eAscerate humanity of its animal virtues: tenderness for the young and 
helpless of the species: the fierce adhesive loyalty of the herd: even the 
caged rat’s cunning desire for freedom. Over short periods of time, this 
operation can be successfully done: we in the twentieth century have seen 
it take place before our own eyes — and we have also lived to see its nat- 
ural terminus: the resurgence of man’s elemental humanity. Sometimes 
nature takes a hand in the despot’s downfall, as when Cesare Borgia, 
close upon his father’s death, found himself unexpectedly dying; so, too, 
Napoleon may have met his Waterloo in cancer of the stomach long be- 
fore the battle itself occurred. But what is more important, the extirpated 
human tissues reappear again in the organism, like tonsils that have been 
only partly removed by a clumsy surgeon: the whole man reasserts him- 
self. 

What has become of the great princes whose ruthless force and per- 
sistent fraud Machiavelli admired? What permanent work did they estab- 
lish? It is not in politics that the answer to this question can be found, but 
only in art; they were lavish patrons, and the only commands they gave 
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with any lasting success were to the artists who painted them or set them 
monumentally on bronze chargers. Since they had no similar success in 
politics, Machiavelli’s whole theory falls to the ground. The one absolute 
system of government that has proved successful, the Catholic Church of 
Rome, has always weakened itself by actually relying upon armies, police, 
and prisons: indeed, the Papacy has never been endangered politically 
except during the periods when it has followed Machiavelli’s methods. 

Where have the permanent gains in political government been achieved? 
They have arisen in states that respected the will and intelligence of their 
citizens: that slowly perfected the practices of corporate consultation and 
action: that learned to substitute law and orderly procedure for untutored 
tyrannical whim: that supplanted the arbitrary commands of hereditary 
or self-chosen leaders by a periodic canvass and a formal consent, ex- 
pressed through the ballot and through parliament. 

During the very period when absolutism gained ground most rapidly, 
democracy and representative government, though often driven under- 
ground, did not entirely accept defeat. The problem of federated power 
and unified government was solved by the citizens of Switzerland: an 
example destined to spread ever further through the world. And mean- 
while, in a hundred different clubs and societies, drinking clubs, burial 
societies, singing societies, friendly associations, religious sodalities, in- 
surance associations, in scientific societies and trade unions, the methods 
of rational government, by co-operation and consent, were firmly outlined. 
Consider this new process itself: the written charter or constitution, jffie 
regular election of officers, the debate, the committee; the open meeting, 
the quorum, and the regular order of procedure. All these were political 
devices of the highest importance: evolved by democratic communities 
in the course of a long, anonymous evolution, by men of narrow interests 
and low estate who nevertheless imposed laws and regulations upon them- 
selves that were to have powerful consequences upon political society at 
large. 

Now these advances took place without the outward flourishes of leader- 
ship: so steadily did they take hold, so quietly, that they now seem to their 
present day inheritors as inevitable acts of associated life. But in truth, 
these devices of democracy were the hard-won inventions of individuals 
and groups: once their original secret is forgotten, once they continue 
by mere automatism instead of being re-thought and revised each genera- 
tion, their doom is near. 

But here I would emphasize the political feebleness of despotism, except 
in such technical devices as I have mentioned — the budget and the length- 
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ened term of office. Whereas despotism threw ingenious bureaucratic 
shackles around industry and commerce, democracy created an order 
which made each individual or group a starting point for fresh initiatives. 
Despotism, in other words, was not a method for subjecting political power 
to rational control, but for making irrational claims powerful. Though it 
attempted to make the state a finished work of art, it sacrificed the variety 
and exuberance of life for a formal unity that turned all too easily into 
blank mechanical uniformity. 

Political society is like a cable composed of many strands: the twisting 
together of these different strands not merely increases its strength but 
its flexibility. There are strands of economic interests, strands of national 
and family feeling, strands of religious belief, strands of different grades 
of experience and education. The cable itself is complex by nature; and 
the political knots that cry for untying make it more so : but one condition 
must be preserved in sound politics — Alexander’s example, of using the 
naked sword to cleave the Gordian knot, must not be resorted to. Any fool 
can solve the problems of political power by martial law: but only a fool 
would mistake that process for government. 

This was a fact that Machiavelli and his successors never understood. 
In a crisis, political power may have to be concentrated: the Fathers of 
the American Constitution understood this no less clearly than Machia- 
velli. But despotism is forever driven to prolong its crisis in order to pre- 
serve its power: hence it is doomed to live in a state of improvised emerg- 
encies, in order to keep political power from flowing back to the limbs and 
organs that would normally utilize It. 

Machiavelli was hypnotized too easily by the theatrical successes of 
absolutism: he mistook a brilliant stage performance for a slice of real 
life. And he never understood how much actual political power does not 
reach the surface: how much is exercised by the whole community in daily 
evaluations, actions, and judgments. He saw the weakness of the little man 
and the power of the great: that lay on the surface. But he did not under- 
stand the weakness and dependence of the great nor yet the mole-like 
power of the little man, whose silence may be mistaken for consent, and 
whose patience may even be confused with applause. In other words, 
Machiavelli, long given credit as a “realist” because he despised man- 
kind, was in fact a wistful, worshipful romantic, a schoolboy capable of 
traipsing after a gaudy uniform: a thinker whose scorn for humanity’s 
baseness kept him from understanding all the facts that qualify that base- 
ness. Men are governed not only by the tyrants they fear but by the insti- 
tutions they love: and in the long run love, not fear, will prevail. 
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7: Automatons as Subjects 

What was the ultimate tendency of despotic government? This was 
finally revealed by Thomas Hobbes in The Leviathan. The true destina- 
tion of such government is automatism, and its real province is in the 
world of machines. Despotism can succeed, in other words, only to the 
extent that it can turn men into automatons. 

Society for Hobbes was a battleground of brute power: life begins in 
a state of war, every man against every man ; and each demand for power 
fosters a claim for more power in order to protect that which is already 
possessed. For what, according to Hobbes, is life? He answers straight- 
forwardly: it is simply “a motion of the limbs,” and just as automatons, 
like watches, moved by springs and wheels, may be said to have artificial 
life, so may man be treated as just the opposite of this: a natural automa- 
ton, a self-operating machine. To make men mechanical was merely to 
reverse the process of making machines human. 

Historians have hardly noted with enough emphasis the effect of the 
advancing technics of this period upon the concepts of political rule; 
although Professor Geroid Tanquary Robinson has applied this insight 
to the contemporary rise of totalitarianism. The ideology of mechanical 
invention and the ideology of despotic government have been treated as 
if they were in watertight compartments; but in fact they were closely 
interrelated at every step of the way. Hobbes and Descartes both, in their 
separate ways, carried Machiavelli’s theories a step further because, com- 
ing later, they accepted more fully the lesson of machinery. For Machia- 
velli, man was still more corrupt than mechanical: he accepted the more 
pessimistic half of the Christian dogma about man’s nature. But for 
Hobbes man was already more mechanical than corrupt: all the claims 
of despotism could be justified on the ground that man was a machine 
to begin with, and therefore had need for no more humane system of 
government. If men fell short of the despot’s ideal, the remedy was more 
mechanization. 

The systematic application of force through mechanical drill was re- 
introduced into armies at the end of the sixteenth century: it turned the 
army into a human machine. The soldier thereby became a coglike unit 
without any will of his own: clad in a newly fashioned uniform, itself 
a product of mass production and standardization, he became the uniform 
replaceable part of the ideal modern machine. Once thoroughly drilled, 
his conduct could be predicted with mathematical certainty: princes and 
soldiers, Goethe observed to Eckermann, have a fondness for mathemati- 
cal figures. Such mechanical responses saved the ruler time and energy: 
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choice, discretion, freedom, could exist only at the top, theoretically in 
the person of the Prince. 

The uniformed automaton became the very image of despotic regimen- 
tation; for the underlying aim of despotism was to make every rank, every 
class, every set of dispositions equally responsive to simple signals. The 
nation in uniform was the ultimate political goal of this idea; but by a 
paradox worthy of a great ironist, this goal was first achieved by universal 
conscription in the armies that defended France during its great revolu- 
tion against despotism. Before that, however, the iron-willed industrialist 
Arkwright had organized the new factories on the same despotic princi- 
ple, and wherever the factory system went, a rigorous centralization of 
power and a ruthless dehumanization of the worker as a working unit 
went with it: so that the ballot-box democracy which was achieved in the 
nineteenth century was nullified on every working day by the routine of 
the factory itself — the factory where human responses were at last re- 
duced to that “motion of the limbs” described by Hobbes, and where the 
right to hire and fire gave to the industrial despot a power of life and 
death over his subjects which even emperors had hitherto trembled to 
exercise. 

The cult of centralized irresponsible power fed mightily on the increas- 
ing stores of non-human power that became available: horses, gunpowder, 
coal, steam, windmills, water-wheels; and it is no accident that a reck- 
less love of speed for its own sake flourished among the aristocracy in 
France long before it altered the actual tempo of production: driving at 
breakneck pace between Paris and Versailles was the height of aristo- 
cratic elegance, and the coaches of the nobility drove over people in fact 
as well as in spirit. The insolence of horsepower had its origin here: the 
power in the animal or the machine inflated the human ego and removed 
a just sense of its limitations. The biggest prime mover of the seventeenth 
century ministered to the vanity of Louis XIV by providing energy to 
work the fountains at Versailles. 

If the aim of the inventor was to make machines take the place of men, 
by analyzing, simplifying, reproducing, and magnifying the motions of 
the human frame, the aim of despotism was to make men fit more sub- 
serviently into the pattern of a larger machine: the state or the factory 
or the bureau. By diminishing the intensity of human responses, by nar- 
rowing the range of human actions, by reducing human sensibilities, by 
exterminating every tendency to autonomous (read “unauthorized’ ) ac- 
tion, the despot sought to make men responsive to simple words of com- 
mand. In no department was the success immediate and complete: it took 
centuries of tyrannous indoctrination and mechanical habituation before 
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men could be reduced to a state in which the assembly line could be 
looked upon as a normal process in production. But by the seventeenth 
century the ideological framework was at least built; and by the eight- 
eenth century La Mettrie in Man the Machine could treat man as a purely 
mechanical phenomenon: a mere product of matter and motion. 

Such a doctrine could not at once be pronounced unscientific, for the 
reason that science itself had been formed in the same milieu of mam- 
monism, mechanism, and despotism and had carried into its own depart- 
ment the same narrow preoccupations. By successive abstractions, man 
was dissociated from his personal self, his social self, his biological self, 
until finally all that was left was a bare skeleton, worked ingeniously by 
wires: a contraption of pumps, levers, retorts, tools: ultimately, if one 
crushed the skeleton and carried the analysis far enough, a mere sack 
of chemicals: carbon, oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, and minor quantities 
of elements that could be found in any chemist’s shop. That process re- 
duced the mechanical picture of man to absurdity: at all events, when 
one puts Hobbes’ notion alongside the conception of the personality and 
the community set forth by Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Augustine, or Thomas 
Aquinas, one can only marvel at its crudeness. The clarity of the me- 
chanical explanation of conduct veiled its essential obscurantism: it was 
indifferent to human realities. 

The insufficiency of the mechanical theory of man was in fact proved 
by the very activities of despotic governments. They pushed mechaniza- 
tion, drill, and military repression as far as they dared to: but at the 
same time they made their task easier and their position securer by pro- 
viding a safety valve which recognized another side of man’s nature and 
took advantage of it. They counterbalanced regimentation by encourag- 
ing a primitive violence of the passions, by giving play to an untempered 
eroticism, by turning the external environment into a fairyland of sensu- 
ous delight. In short, despotism needed both the Prison and the Carnival. 
Since only a limited part of the population can, at any one time, be 
thrown into prison, Carnival proved the more useful device: it erected 
around the whole community a more subtle prison house of the senses. 

“Youth and maids, enjoy today: naught ye know about tomorrow.” 
Thus sang one of Lorenzo de Medici’s choruses in a pageant. Hitler used 
the same prescription in its most brutal and debased form to undermine 
the conquered peoples of Europe: pornography. By expensive shows, by 
elaborate dances and games, above all, by gorgeous masques and public 
celebrations in which the great artists of the period were employed, the 
despot both enhanced his own self-esteem and acquired the good will of 
the people whom he mulcted and governed. In this department, the inter- 
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play of the mechanical and the sensuous was constant: its synthesis was 
the final achievement of baroque art in the seventeenth century. 

Vasari documents this process for us in his biography of II Cecca. The 
need to exhibit power and riches “originally produced buildings, then 
their ornamentation, and finally the dispositions; statues, gardens, baths, 
and all those sumptuous accessories which everyone desires but few pos- 
sess, so that emulation not only produced buildings, but has rendered 
them luxurious. In this way artists have been compelled to display their 
industry in methods of traction, in machines of war, in hydraulic appa- 
ratus, and in all those employments by which engineers and architects 
render the world beautiful and luxurious.” 

The breaking down of the citizen’s self-respect was an essential device 
of despotic government; and the baroque carnival was one of the chief 
means of substituting an empty sensory excitement, accompanied by a 
suspense of public duties and by sexual promiscuity, for the ordered 
emotional life of the home and the guild. 

Now, the love of luxury is an even more insidious kind of corruption 
than the love of money, because it draws more directly on a variety of 
entirely normal human needs. Luxury prolongs pleasures beyond their 
natural physiological span and in time deforms the personality by mak- 
ing pleasure alone take the place of the full circle of interests, tasks, 
duties, sacrifices, joys, and fulfillments that constitute man’s life. The 
enchantment of Circe is deadly for the reason that all human life, even 
thf* highest, must begin at the animal level and is subject to arrest at that 
level. Wines, songs, dances, wooing, visual delights are all organic parts 
of a fuller life; but when they dominate life and become its sole object 
they lead to psychological disintegration. 

Even in the fourteenth century Petrarch described the growing empti- 
ness of life, which made people ready to do anything to kill time and 
fill the idle moments. But with the advance of despotism and the decay 
of the ideology of salvation, the emptiness became more appalling and 
more demoralizing: once the Prince had absorbed the normal political 
duties of men no small part of their existence was devaluated. Protestant- 
ism may he partly interpreted, particularly in the seventeenth century 
phase, as an attempt to recover the individual’s self-respect: it had its 
counterpart in emotional reactions like Savonarola’s earlier Bonfire of 
Vanities in Florence, at the end of the fifteenth century: a prelude to the 
Counter-Reformation, which began with the Council of Trent. 

Public luxury, then, counterbalanced mechanical regimentation: both 
processes simplified the art of despotic government. And as corruption 
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and brutality gained the upper hand, an overladen estheticism sought to 
take the place of morality. 

Classic culture served a special purpose in this new economy: it was 
the secret language of the upper classes. Burckhardt points out that in 
the time of Dante, the best old manuscripts belonged originally to the 
artisans, and it was for their higher democratic culture that Brunetto 
Latini, Dante’s teacher, published his popular encyclopedia: but as des- 
potism flourished, humanism became the handmaid of the new rulers. 
To know the gods and the graces, to be able to distinguish between the 
Five Orders in architecture, to appreciate the exquisiteness of a broken 
torso exhumed from a Roman villa, to glow over the find of a new manu- 
script — all this became the badge of upper-class culture: the common 
acquirement of parvenus. Mars and Venus made love on the sly: Vulcan 
was a cuckold and Mercury was a thief: plainly all these wraiths of a 
forgotten world were more genial to the habits and desires of the new 
elite than the examples of the martyrs and the saints. Dreaming of an 
ideal Rome, which existed only in their imaginations, these merchants 
and scholars and rulers sought to embellish their own world with recon- 
structions and adaptations of the classic past. Pomponius Laetus, at the 
end of the fifteenth century, would stand entranced before Roman ruins 
and burst into tears. For people who were attempting to escape the super- 
naturalism of the Middle Ages, it was easier to retreat into an embalmed 
culture than to venture out into a new world. The pathos of time particu- 
larly affected people who had lost their faith in eternity. 

But the affectations of classic humanism served another purpose: they 
helped to debase and degrade popular art. The great efflorescence of the 
thirteenth century had produced a vernacular literature and a vernacular 
art: Dante, with a true instinct for the living, chose to write his Divine 
Comedy in Tuscan, rather than in the scholarly Latin of the Church or 
the aristocratic language of Provence: a deliberate choice. The cult of the 
Virgin was a popular cult; and the guildsman not merely took part in 
public processions and enacted characters in religious plays: but he helped 
to choose the architect and to criticize the workmanship and the decora- 
tion of great buildings: the function of criticism was as universal as the 
opportunities for esthetic creation. All the sources of creativeness lay in 
the common life. 

To make the new order of capitalism and absolutism succeed, it was 
necessary to cast this popular culture into disrepute: to belittle and be- 
smirch everything it had created: to defy its morality and to ridicule its 
esthetics: to characterize as crude or barbarous all its highest achieve- 
ments: to pretend that the Romans were better architects than the people 
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who had built Chartres and that a third-rate comedy by Terence or Plautus 
was infinitely superior to the indigenous mystery play or the commedia 
dell’ arte. This denigration went along with the transfer of authority from 
the workers themselves to an esthetic despot: the man of taste, he who 
had read the classic treatises and memorized the classic rules. Classic 
taste meant obedience to stereotyped formulae: now the worker, as Ruskin 
well pointed out, must conform to a higher authority and utilize his skill 
in mechanical imitation of dead forms: the machine system of production 
re-enters architecture with the repetitive standardized ornamentation that 
went with the classic orders. 

In good part, these claims of excellence were mere upper-class super- 
stitions: in the act of esthetically exploiting the past the new connoisseur 
smoothed the way for those who were commercially exploiting the pres- 
ent. Even the mystery play and the commedia, though they were not on 
the level of the Cathedral, were the embryonic form of a much more 
original and noble art than Rome had ever known: Shakespeare, Racine, 
and Moliere touched heights that had been reached only by the Greeks 
in their greatest period. 

The worship of the classics deliberately sought to raise culture above 
the popular level: by definition, a shoemaker, a stonecutter, or a weaver 
could not be a humanist. The acquisition of culture now became a by- 
product of the acquisitive impulse itself: it rested on a boundless capacity 
to collect and pile up physical treasures. In one’s home, the sign of cul- 
ture was to be surrounded by fragments, reproductions, or ornamental 
simulacra of the antique world: in conversation one would trot out quota- 
tions from one’s favorite classic authors, in the original language, to 
prove that one had spent one’s time almost exclusively in their company: 
even Montaigne often becomes tedious by his parade of ancient citations, 
not because his own thought needs them, but merely for the decorative 
effect. Thus a despotism of the spirit, such as only blind conformity to 
the dead can produce, matched a despotism of political and economic 
deed. But the repression was, of course, never complete: in the very 
violence of baroque sculpture and architecture in the seventeenth century 
one witnesses a covert resurgence of gothic vitality. 

If Protestantism was, as I shall show, an uprising against the corrup- 
tions of medieval culture, an attempt to recover simplicity and sanctity, 
classicism was a snobbish counter-revolution to the vulgar naturalism and 
the buoyant creative imagination of the Middle Ages. The upper classes 
fenced off pagan culture for themselves: whatever was not within the 
fence was not, for them, culture. Did not Leonardo da Vinci complain 
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that artists like himself were dismissed by his more learned and more 
literary contemporaries as mere mechanics? 

8: Protestantism’s Challenge to Capitalism 

Protestantism in religion came into being, not as an ally of capitalism, 
but as its chief enemy: not as an effort to swell the energies of the id but 
to curb them before they had become too powerful. This fact has been 
too lightly passed over by those too innocent historians who date the rise 
of Protestantism from the sixteenth century; and I would therefore under- 
line it. Instead of Protestantism’s being the new creed of the rising bour- 
geoisie, Protestantism when it appeared in the twelfth century was an 
attempt to prevent the rise of the bourgeoisie. For the most stubborn chal- 
lenge to the Roman Church came from those who were sickened by the 
spectacle of its open alliance with capitalism: it came from those who 
wished to do away with the venal elements that were making a mockery 
of its sacred professions. The Waldensians, the Fraticelli, the Lollards, 
the original Protestants, were all in opposition to the overheated desire 
for worldly gain Alain of Lille described. 

At its source, Protestantism was an attempt to check the commercial 
spirit and prevent it from getting hold of the Church : that is why the early 
Protestants had many allies within the institution itself and had no desire 
for separation: that is why, too, the early movement was in good part an 
agrarian one. But the Catholic Church by the thirteenth century was defi- 
nitely on the side of property: in 1344, when Brother Francesco d’Ascoli 
was accused of heresy, he cleared himself by recanting the belief that 
Christ and his apostles held no property. This came after almost two 
centuries of protest. Is it an accident that the first organized movement, 
that of the Waldensians, was an act of repentance and revolt started by 
a merchant, Peter Waldo of Lyons, where the great international fail 
was held? 

One Sunday, according to tradition, Waldo turned aside to join the 
crowd listening to a sermon; and he was so touched by the preacher’s 
words that he sold his property and founded the Order of the Poor Men 
of Lyons. Waldo caused the Bible and the saints to be translated into the 
vernacular, so that laymen could understand the Scriptures; and he him- 
self began preaching, with the Pope’s permission, in 1179, only to have 
the movement condemned by the Vatican in 1184. The Waldensians were 
joined in time by other sects; one and all, these Protestants attempted tc 
bring poverty back to Christianity and to give Christianity its original 
humble foundation in daily life. Their efforts were more successful thar 
Francis’s, because they shunned the Papacy; and they continued fai 



III. MEDIEVAL 
DISSOLUTION 


PieUT Brueghel superbly exemplifies the spirit of 
medieval democracy and, like Bosch, lie records 
the disintegration of its idolum. Faith in the 
Church, recoided in the print at the bottom, was 
still the foundation stone of his personality. But 
in the Low Countries, home of the gieal weaving 
guilds, the first challengers of feudalism, that 
faith was coupled with a robust belief in na- 
ilin', a solid confidence in the works of man, 
and a joyous interest in all the manifestations 
of man’s social life, fiom the pastimes of children 
to the feasting and dancing of holiday times, 
from the legends of the Chinch to the saying- 
of the folk. In Brueghel's landscapes one is con- 
scious, too, of sea-on, climate, weather: the 
bleakmss of a hunt in the snow, the shimmering 
opalescence of plowing time, the drow-y heat of 
hai vest. 

In Brueghel's compositions the idea of democ- 
racy becomes fully embodied: not alone in the im- 
portance lie gi\es to the common man but in the 
equal 'value be assigns to every figuie. (Even in 
bis great painting of The Cuming of tile Cross, 
Jesus, though placed in the exact center, is lost 
in the middle distance mid the crowd.) Brueghel's 
folk-humor is clo-e to Eulenspiegel's, but lie has 
a grimmer side, shown here in the eontra-t be- 
tween the Lean People and the Fat People: a 
contrast that, from the loth eentuiy on, became 
ever more acute as the reciprocal obligations of 
feudafi-iii and the biotberly co-operation of the 
cailier guilds gave place to a one-sided capitalist 
exploitation of the weak by the powerful and 
the privileged. In Brueghel the health, sanity, 
and moial earnestness of medieval protest an! ism 
U«ik positive form. Like Chaucer he heartily 
afiinned life; but like the author of Piers Plow- 
man and Calvin lie showed grave concern over 
contemporary social disorders. Bnieghel's fantasy 
was at the service of his moral convictions; yet 
even his healthy mind was haunted by obscene 
figures of disruption: no longer do the gargoyles 
"'hare the sky with the saints and angels. The 
deformed shapes and transposed 01 gates of 
Brueghel's demons link them to the nocturnal 
•uiderwoild of the unconscious. The lop print, 
representing the sin of Luxury, is one of a 
'“lies of surrealist studies which link his imagi- 
nation to that of Goya. Here the disintegration of 
he Middle Ag‘*s becomes as plain as that of 
Modern culture in the paintings of Picasso or 
J hdi: see Plates XIII or XIV. 






IV. UPSURGE OF VITALITY 

The man on horseback — Prince or Centaur — dominated the post-medieval world: a period of rising 
appetites and over-reaching powers. Piero di CoMino's Battle of t he Centaurs expresses both the joy o< 
violence and the violence of sensual joy. But this unleashing of appetites had firmly established bio 
logical roots: Titian’s amatory canvases swarm with naked children, and these little figures of Eros 
worshiping Venus, are still regarded as the natural attendants and inevitable consequences of her 
riles. The birth records of the ruling families remain objective testimony of this fact. 
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longer. They even made an impression upon their official persecutors, 
for one of these reported, according to Lea: “Heretics are recognizable 
by their customs tod speech, for they are modest and well-regulated. 
They take no pride in their garments, which are neither costly nor vile. 
They do not engage in trade, to avoid lies and oaths and frauds, but live 
by their labor as mechanics. They do not accumulate wealth, but are 
content with necessaries.” 

With Waldo the revolt within the Church concerned itself chiefly with 
a return to Christian economics. But Wycliffe, in England, during the 
fourteenth century, was even more in revolt against the ecclesiastical as- 
sumption of unique office: against sacerdotalism itself. For him all Chris- 
tians were equal in the sight of God: therefore to assume that the priest 
alone had the power of converting the bread and wine of the communion 
into the body and blood of Christ was to exalt him above all other Chris- 
tians. The only cure for this was to return to the rule of the Gospel. The 
common people of England pushed that doctrine much further, and in 
the revolt headed by John Ball — as reported by Froissart — one has a 
clear indication of both their criticism and their intentions. Says John 
Ball: 

“My good people, — Things cannot go well in England, nor ever will, 
until all goods are held in common, and until there will be neither serfs 
nor gentlemen, and we shall all be equal. For what reason have they, 
whom we call lords, got the best of us? How did they deserve it? Why do 
they keep us in bondage? If we are descended from one father and one 
mother, Adam and Eve, how can they assert or prove they are more 
masters than ourselves? Except perhaps that they make us work and 
produce for them to spend. They are clothed in velvets and in coats 
garnished with ermine and fur, while we wear coarse linen. They have 
wine, spices, and good bread, while we get rye-bread, offal, straw, and 
water. They have residences, handsome manors, and we the trouble and 
the work, and must brave the rain and the wind in the fields. And it is 
from us and our labor that they get the means to support their pomp.” 

This Christian communism did not die out under persecution and 
political oppression: the English peasants’ revolt of 1381 and the German 
peasants’ uprising in 1525 did not finish the story: the protest against 
both feudal and capitalist exploitation was still alive in the Digger Move- 
ment in Cromwell’s time, and it returned again in various communistic 
settlements, like those of the Shakers and the original Mormons in the 
New World. 

Nor was this all. Protestantism was essentially a layman’s rebellion. 
The will to apply Christian standards to economic life finally laid the 
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foundations for the great consumers’ co-operative movement which was 
started by the Rochdale weavers in the middle of the nineteenth century. 
In less than half a century these pious British nonconformists built up a 
great organization for distribution and manufacture, rivaling the biggest 
capitalist organizations in technical skill and managerial economy. The 
chief figure in building up this great enterprise, J. T. W. Mitchell, never 
received more than £150 a year for his services: a proof that other in- 
centives were available besides the gross rewards capitalism offered. 
That co-operative movement was perhaps the last embodiment of medieval 
Protestantism, with its demand for a truly Christian economic order: its 
further spread in our day awaits a moral and spiritual regeneration at 
least as deep, as engrossing, as that which created the protestant person- 
ality. Without such a moral change, co-operation is open to the attritions, 
diversions, and dissipations resulting from the impulses it seeks to sup- 
plant: acquisitiveness and worldly self-seeking. . . . 

By the sixteenth century, capitalism and Protestantism had drawn closer 
together; but their opposition remained; and Protestantism, so far from 
riding smoothly to success on this “wave of the future” sought to form 
breakwaters sufficiently strong to maintain the Christian way of life. In 
both economics and politics, the protestant super-ego served in the narrow 
Freudian sense, as a brake and a block to the aggressive energies that 
were transforming daily life. If the eventual result of Luther’s theology 
was to buttress the absolute state, and that of Calvin’s theology was to 
fortify with self-righteousness the capitalist enterpriser, both results were 
far from their patent intention. * 

9: Luther and Nationalism 

Martin Luther was the son of a peasant who had turned miner. He 
lived within the cultural milieu formed by what was socially the most 
backward and technically the most advanced industry of sixteenth century 
Germany. Not merely was he a contemporary of Dr. Georg Bauer (Agri- 
cola), the great authority on mining, metallurgy, and technics: they were 
even bom in the same town of Eisleben in Saxony. 

As a monk in the Augustinian order and a professor of theology, 
Luther was awakened to the dangers of pious good works by examining 
at first hand the apparatus of spiritual finance that Rome fostered: this, 
and the general indulgence of harlotry in that holy city, which he visited, 
awakened a deep feeling of repulsion. “The way things go now,” he wrote 
in his Treatise on Usury, “they apply the high title of ‘alms’ or ‘giving 
for God’s sake,’ to giving for churches, monasteries, chapels, altars, bells, 
organs, paintings, statues, silver and gold ornaments and vestments, and 
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for masses, singing, reading, testamentary endowments, sodalities, and 
the like.” In his conflict with his ecclesiastical superiors in Rome, he fell 
back upon Augustiffe’s position: that without faith and divine grace noth- 
ing availed. No outward acts could bring the soul nearer salvation. 

Luther’s father flogged him mercilessly when he was a boy. In young 
manhood he was deeply shocked by the death of a dear companion: 
this roused thoughts of his own untimely end; and the terror evoked by a 
gut-quivering thunderstorm, which caused him to fall flat on the ground, 
had led him to the monastery. Safety and freedom were to be found only 
in the inner world: not that of the monastery, where authority also threat- 
ened, but within the citadel of the private self, outside the range of tyran- 
nical fathers and tongued lightning. At this point the contrast between 
capitalism and Protestantism becomes dramatically incarnated in two 
personalities: for at about the same time Jacob Fugger II, who was to 
become the paragon of modern financiers, left the monastery where he 
had already taken orders so that he might carry on the Fugger enterprises. 

In pitting himself against the materialist vices of the Church, Luther 
continued the spirit of medieval protestantism. Like his English fore- 
runner, Wycliffe, he held that all Christians, not merely the clergy, be- 
longed to the “spiritual estate,” and that there is no difference at all 
between priest and laity but that of the office. “Gospel and Faith make 
us a ‘spiritual’ and a Christian people.” In all this, by a certain bull- 
headed manly courage, Luther helped wipe away centuries of double- 
dealing and hypocrisy, and came out with the essential truth of religion, 
namely, that it is a relation between the self and the divine purpose, 
between microcosm and macrocosm — a relation forever endangered by 
the visible symbols and allegorical references man creates in order to 
further his own understanding of this mystery. The healthy straightfor- 
wardness of Luther on such matters can still invigorate the reader of his 
Table Talk. Who could improve on his observation that “mere lust is felt 
even by fleas and lice; love begins when we wish to serve others”? 

But unfortunately Luther’s servile fear of external authority under- 
mined the clean position he had taken in opposition to Rome. Casting off 
the Pope’s control, Luther submitted, alas! only the more readily to 
powers nearer home. At first, this theological revolt was interpreted by 
the discontented peasants as evidence of his human sympathy and his 
understanding of their case. They saw in Luther a legitimate successor 
to their earlier leader, Hans Boheim, later called the Little Piper, a cow- 
herd who used to pipe and drum at festivities. This Hans, in 1476, had 
a vision in which the Mother of God told him to bum his pipe and drum 
and go forth to preach: he performed this mission, urging people to lay 
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aside ornaments, become brothers, share all things, withhold their taxes 
and dues, dethrone pope, emperor, and prince. The German knights cap- 
tured Hans and burned him; but they did not quickly halt the movement 
he started. 

From Augsburg in 1476 came a pamphlet called The Reformation of 
Emperor Sigismund: this was widely circulated between 1520 and 1525. 
There were eight major proposals in this remarkable pamphlet: they in- 
cluded the restriction of taxation to the upkeep of roads and bridges, their 
original purpose; the abolition of guilds, because of their insolence, ex- 
clusiveness, and corruption; the doing away with dishonesty and extor- 
tion and monopolies by the merchants ; the regulation of prices and wages 
by municipal commissions, the abolition of serfdom; and even — notable 
in such an agrarian program — the establishment of public physicians in 
every city to treat everyone without charge. 

When Luther saw that his revolt was being taken seriously by the 
peasants of Germany and was being connected with their own hopes and 
plans, he violently repudiated them. He even rejected the plea for the 
abolition of serfdom on the ground that this would “change the spiritual 
Kingdom of Christ into an external worldly one. ... An earthly king- 
dom can not exist without inequality of persons.” Is it strange that the 
peasants should have believed, as Luther complained to Dr. Brueck in 
his Table Talk, “that religion has been invented by us and is not divine”? 
So far indeed from combining his own religious rebellion against ecclesi- 
astical authority with the gathering social revolt against secular authority, 
Luther expressly said: “Changing and bettering conditions are as far 
apart as heaven and earth.” Man could change; only God could better. 
But somehow Luther failed to explain why God worked so exclusively on 
the side of the ruling classes. 

In short, if Luther weakened the foundations of the Church, he re- 
inforced the gates of the Castle: indeed, he ultimately rendered ex- 
clusively to the soldier and the state functionary the authority that had 
once been divided between them and the Church. Luther’s headstrong, 
arrogant spirit, his vituperative contempt for those who opposed him, 
his insistence upon giving homage to those who had military power, his 
reluctance to oppose the exploiting groups, — all this denied his best doc- 
trines. Having given in so subserviently to the ruling classes, Luther’s 
many efforts to establish Christian principles in economic affairs naturally 
came to nothing: if Christian politics were not practicable in this world, 
why should anyone fancy that Christian economics were more feasible? 
Luther might preach against usury; he might seek to break down monop- 
oly and abolish the unchristian and inhuman conduct of buying cheap and 
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selling dear; but he left his words hanging cloudily in the air, and never 
dared the act that w>uld have made them rain down on the proud and the 
powerful. 

Theoretically, however, Luther’s attempt to establish Christian justice 
helped lay the foundations for a no less formidable heresy than capitalism 
itself: the heresy of nationalism. Luther’s great translation of the Bible 
into German did for Germany what Dante had done for Italy: it gave 
the Germans a common language, one of great vigor. But though the 
standardization of regional speech through a national language was a 
natural consequence of the invention of printing, and a highly beneficent 
result, in that it widened the range of the common life, it was accom- 
panied throughout the Western World by an effort to achieve cultural 
self-sufficiency: a perverse rebound from the Universal Church. Protest- 
antism, for example, had spread from Wycliffe’s England to Bohemia 
through the very internationalism of scholarship, which brought Bohemian 
scholars to Oxford. But the followers of John Huss overthrew the inter- 
nationalism that made their own movement possible: King Wenzel’s de 
cree giving Bohemians three votes to one over the other nations in the 
conduct of the University of Prague caused a wholesale withdrawal of 
German scholars to Vienna, Leipzig, and Cologne. Luther carried this 
mischief further: he associated internationalism with corruption and iso- 
lationism with purity: this applied in economics no less than in theology. 

Luther’s own words were authority for the doctrine of “autarchy” or 
th® walled national frontier. He advocated the cutting off of all possible 
commercial relations with people beyond Germany, so as not to “let the 
‘foreigners’ take out German gold.” Though he sanctioned trade in local 
commodities as “gifts of God, which He bestows out of the earth and dis- 
tributes among men,” he drew the line at articles that came from “Cali 
cut, India, and such places.” Luther’s belief in the gifts of divine provi- 
dence stopped short at the German frontiers. This nationalist economics, 
somewhat misleadingly called mercantile economics, worked hand in glove 
with absolutism: it prepared the ground for both political nationalism 
and for its inevitable offspring, imperialism. Martin Luther was the early 
Bismarck of this nationalist religion, as Bismarck was the belated Luther 
of nationalist politics: today Hitler, their joint heir, has brought the whole 
movement to its demonic consummation. Hitler’s religion of power, with 
himself for God, was an effort to overthrow what was left of the universal 
and the human: an effort to turn the world as a whole into the German 
fatherland. One has only to listen to Luther’s denunciations of the peas- 
ants to hear the same shrieks of vituperation that rose in Hitler’s mouth 
against democrats, communists, liberals, and Jews. The justification of 
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both absolutism and isolationism has its spiritual foundations in Luther. 

The overbearing subjectivism of Luther’s thought, later unsuccessfully 
sublimated in the metaphysics of Immanuel Kant, left a deep imprint on 
the minds of his countrymen. For Luther’s doctrine of faith lent itself 
to exploitation by far darker powers than those this doctrine opposed: 
the very fact that the private world of the believer became sacred for him, 
prevented him from acknowledging the criterion of sanity — the congru- 
ence of private conviction with the historic experience and the common 
sense of other men. 

That seed reached its final monstrous growth in Hitler: its deep theo- 
logical origins only made more easy its common acceptance and its swift 
success among Luther’s descendants. By the beginning of the nineteenth 
century, Fichte and Hegel talked as if the Prussian State was the divine 
event toward which all creation moves. An inevitable debasement. For the 
gospel of self-sufficiency and self-determination is no innocent one: the 
self that has escaped oppression is as open to the corruption of pride as 
the greater authority from which it has escaped. Morally speaking, the 
cant and conceit of a village may be as vile as the claims of an empire. 

10: Calvin: The Responsible Community 

Jean Calvin was a man of entirely different cut from Martin Luther — 
straitlaced where Luther was genial; tight and passionate, where Luther 
was coarsely argumentative; methodical, systematic, rigorous, where 
Luther was empirical and contradictory. In short, Calvin was the classic 
Frenchman: a Cartesian before Descartes, a Robespierre whose God of 
Reason was better grounded in human realities than the Goddess whom the 
revolution sought to crown. The great French theologian who fortified the 
Augustinian doctrine of predestination, and enlarged the precincts of Hell 
to receive the multitude, must however be remembered for another and 
better reason: he laid the foundations for civil liberty and self-govern- 
ment: the City of Man. Plainly it is absurd to treat as a single movement 
a cause that harbored characters and doctrines as profoundly opposed, 
in their ultimate consequences, as those of a Luther, a Calvin, a Milton, 
a Penn, a Wesley. 

Jean came of a family of bargemen on the Oise; but his father had 
escaped from that low trade and become an apostolic notary and a mem- 
ber of the rising middle class. Calvin’s education was that of a humanist, 
and, like Luther, he had prepared himself for law. Calvin never lost his 
respect for this discipline: since the civil magistracy was for him a holy 
and legitimate calling, “far the most sacred and honorable in human 
life,” it was no small praise for him to call law a silent magistrate and 
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the magistrate himself a speaking law. His creed became a code. Calvin’s 
task was to legalise moral conduct and to give it an active function in 
the community, not treating it merely as a preparatory step toward the 
City of God. This was the very opposite of Luther’s endeavor. 

In pure theology Calvin, younger than Luther, did not materially differ 
from him or from other protestant reformers like Zwingli and Melanchthon. 
Like them, he was acutely conscious of the prevailing abuses in the Roman 
Church, and he sought to correct them by recalling men to apostolic forms 
and experiences. When Calvin accepted a post at Geneva, he saw an oppor- 
tunity to combat the laxity and indifference that was creeping into every 
comer of this society and that widened the theoretic gap between sacred 
and secular offices whilst it practically united them in a common worldly 
aim. Though Calvin’s first experiment led to a revolt among the Genevese 
that resulted in his exile, he eventually returned to Geneva with more 
power than ever: a power he used to make outward conduct conform to 
ministerial conviction and admonition. 

Calvin’s effort was audacious for two reasons. In the first place, he 
brought together in a single institution the temporal and the spiritual 
powers: they were now coeval and they had the same boundaries of juris- 
diction. He thus ended an impossible dualism of functions, symbolized 
in the opposing figures of Pope and Emperor: a dualism which tended to 
make the temporal power brutal and the spiritual power irresponsible. 
Unfortunately, though Calvin properly recognized the disintegrating re- 
siflts of having these two aspects of the personality separated into social 
castes, he did not provide for maintaining their natural polar tension 
within the personality and the community. When the civil order devoted 
itself to the systematic establishment of the moral order, heresy became 
in effect treason and moral delinquencies, hitherto treated only by reproof 
and absolution, were now prosecuted as civil and criminal offenses. A sin 
was a crime against the State: a crime was a sin against the Church. A girl 
who sang vulgar songs was sent into exile; a couple whose adultery was 
uncovered could be publicly disgraced and punished. Originally, this 
placed too much power in the hands of civil authority. At no moment 
of the day was the citizen free from the inquisition of public guardians. 
To make such a system work, spies and informers were needed; and a 
grosser evil was sometimes introduced in order to chastise a lesser one. 

Thus Calvin’s Church claimed for itself a more constant supervision 
over every detail of human life than Rome had claimed. So long as the 
sinner did not cut himself off from God by heresy, the Catholic Church 
was lenient to him. But Calvin’s government practiced no such indulgence: 
its aim was to reduce temptation and to root out sin: even little errors in 
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conduct required correction. That endeavor exacted from the ordinary 
man and woman a standard of conduct that had never been rigorously 
achieved even by any great body of the clergy: in effect, it turned every 
man and woman into a monk and a nun, living a dedicated life, watching 
each moment, consecrating every part of it to the service of God. For- 
giveness for sins depended upon an act of grace: that rested with God 
alone. But civil conformity required both an inner searching and an outer 
inquisition: this was a matter for the individual sinner in his private 
closet and for the civil council in its public administration. 

The pursuit of moral perfection, in and through one’s trade and one’s 
domestic circle, became the sign of Calvinism: no indulgence, no absolu- 
tion, no penance could lessen the inner tension that created the upright. 
God-fearing man. Such a doctrine was calculated to restore the consci- 
entious man’s self-respect: self-examination, self-help, self-improvement 
were now the marks of religious insight. 

For Luther, the world was a hopeless place for virtue: no effort by 
the Church or the State could make human affairs better. One must there- 
fore resign oneself to superior force and sedulously permit those in au- 
thority to exercise their special calling in their own selfish interests, no 
matter what abuses and oppressions might arise. Though pure Lutheran- 
ism did not believe in the State, it was incapable of challenging it or 
modifying it: just the opposite, it washed its hands of responsibility for 
the ruling classes’ immoral acts and patiently submitted to them. 

Luther’s essential anarchism in theory swung easily toward its opposite 
pole: the practical acceptance of despotism. Calvin understood the dangers 
of this double negation. “At present,” he said in the Institutes of Christi- 
anity, “we only wish it to be understood, that to entertain a thought of its 
[government’s] extermination is inhuman barbarism; it is equally neces- 
sary to mankind as bread and water, light and air ; and far more excellent. 
For it not only tends to secure the accommodations arising from all these 
things, that men may breathe, eat, drink, and be sustained in life; though 
it comprehends all these things while it causes them to live together, yet 
I say this is not its only tendency: its objects also are that idolatry, sac- 
rileges against the name of God, blasphemies against His truth, and other 
offenses against religion, may not openly appear to be disseminated among 
the people; that the public tranquillity may not be disturbed; that every 
person may enjoy his property without molestation; that men may trans- 
act their business together without fraud or injustice; that integrity and 
modesty may be cultivated between them; in short, that there may be a 
public form of religion among Christians, and that humanity may be 
obtained among men.” 
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Calvinism, on the basis of the same general dogmas in theology as 
Lutheranism, sought rather to institute the reign of God on earth: it 
emphasized the political will and it applied this will to the moral life: 
it educated the citizen for his immediate public duties and left salvation 
or damnation to the inscrutable Election of God. If the concern for the 
individual ego was thus sharpened, private life, strictly speaking, dis- 
appeared : one’s conduct must be an open book to one’s neighbors and the 
correction and castigation of sin was the natural office of the elders of the 
Church. Inevitably, hypocrisy became the special Calvinist vice: hiding 
the real facts from one’s neighbors. 

In origin, Calvinism was far from being the creed of individualists: 
the needs of corporate life steadily concerned the author of the Institutes 
of Christianity, as the key word of the title indicates. Calvin’s system, 
rather, was one in which ecclesiastical institutions were brought into con- 
formity with the existing methods of guild control. The Church, under 
Calvin, was the supreme guild, establishing common standards of living, 
where the guild had exacted mainly standards of workmanship and broth- 
erly help for other members of a particular craft. Every member of the 
new Church was compelled not merely to pass through a difficult family 
apprenticeship, under the eye of the house-father, but to subject his own 
life at any moment to the inspection of the Guild Masters, so to say, in 
order to prove that there was no fraud or shoddiness in its execution. 

Hence in Calvinism the congregation had a collective function it never 
exercised in the older Christian Church since the patristic age; for in 
Calvinism the congregation was the true seat of economic and political 
and moral authority, and the Protestant Church, except where it was 
nationalized, was a political federation of autonomous congregations. 
The capacity of the Huguenots to survive in exile, the tough resistance 
of the Scotch Covenanters, the strong collective life of the New England 
townships, so medieval in their fundamental pattern, may all be explained 
by the corporate foundations of Calvinism: the Church was a religious 
guild. If Calvin allowed for greater freedom of economic enterprise than 
the early medieval Church had done, it was because he expected the new 
Church to exercise a vigilant supervision of law and morals at every hour 
of the day. In no department were “good works” an excuse for bad work. 

Theologically speaking, Calvinism was a true consummation of the 
medieval order: it was a belated carrying over into the province of the 
Church of all the great organs of civil life: a radical incorporation of 
Christianity into the institutes of civil society, at which the Fathers of 
the Church, from Paul to Augustine, at which Jesus himself indeed, had 
always boggled. Calvinism was a real attempt to render unto God the 
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things which are Caesar’s: a return to that classic republicanism in which 
civic virtue counted high in the human scale: a return to Christian princi- 
ples in realms from which it had been progressively banished: a re-union 
of eternal doctrine and daily deed. Politically, therefore, Calvinism was 
the first systematic expression of the new democratic order, which made, 
citizens equal on earth as their souls were supposed to be in Heaven. In 
Calvinism’s emphasis on political will, in its acceptance of individual re- 
sponsibility, in its utilization of positive law as an instrument for moral 
and social change, it announced the hope for a wider democratic revolu- 
tion: so that it is no accident that the chief revolutionary writer of the 
eighteenth century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, was a citizen of Geneva: proud 
of his title and his republican inheritance. Though free compulsory edu- 
cation had been provided in Geneva by Farel in May 1536, before 
Calvin’s arrival, the Calvinists’ emphasis upon the citizen’s intelligent 
participation in the affairs of the Church and the City made such a system 
an inevitable aid to faith and morals. 

In all, the political and educational practice of Calvinism was its en- 
during contribution: far more so than its somber theology. It boldly chal- 
lenged the immoral claims of absolutism and it created citizens who were 
capable of taking over the affairs of state and handling them with a skill 
that equaled that of the best tyrants, and with a probity that surpassed 
any earlier political society, even Athens. Calvinism was Christianity 
reinvigorated by the morality of the Jewish prophets and the political 
and educational traditions of the Jewish synagogue. • 

Calvin’s distrust of pure democracy, his wise words in favor of a 
mixed form of government, which combined monarchic and aristocratic 
leadership with democratic participation, was not merely exemplified in 
Geneva: it was incorporated, with even greater skill, in the Constitution 
of the United States of America. Even the salutary doctrine of checks and 
balances, as Dr. Reinhold Niebuhr has observed, owes something to the 
Calvinist distrust of the claims of centralized authority and its pessimistic 
insight into the inevitable corruptions of human pride. Though Luther 
failed miserably in curbing capitalism and in his very failure formulated 
the more sinister doctrine of autarchy, Calvinism succeeded brilliantly in 
preparing the downfall of absolutism. 

Unfortunately, the rationality and good sense of Calvinism suffered 
from an imperfect incarnation. Whereas St. Francis’s personality was far 
greater than his words, Calvin’s words were more admirable than his 
personality, though it was the personality that his followers too often 
imitated. 

One would hardly think from the sect he founded that Calvin, as writer, 
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was no blue-nose and no joy-killer: that he spoke excellently on the 
obligations to cheerfulness, fellowship, and understanding in the giving 
of charity: that he relaxed the conditions for marital divorce and made 
it possible on grounds of desertion: that he benignly reduced to absurdity 
an ascetic worriment over the morality of using table linens, eating deli- 
cate foods, or drinking good wines. But the Institutes of Christianity form 
a large tome, not easily read or mastered: Calvin’s actual character, un- 
dermined by gastric disorders, was more easy to follow than the sounder 
maxims in his book: a morose and petulant and acerbic strain of personal 
conduct flows from Calvin, as from a vat of vinegar. He was capable of 
writing great lines, like that sentence in a letter to Melanchthon in 1555: 
“You know that our duties do not depend upon the hope of success, but 
in the most desperate cases we must do precisely what God requires us.” 
But in practice he was capable of conniving with his enemies to persecute 
the Spaniard, Michael Servetus, that free-thinking physician and theo- 
logian whom Geneva itself finally burned to death. In short, Calvin was a 
self-righteous moral curmudgeon and he begot a race of stiff-necked 
Chillingworths: chilling worth indeed. 

Though Calvinism contributed more to both the theory and practice of 
responsible political government than any other body of doctrine — pace 
the advocates of Bellarmine! — it had weaknesses that were closely allied 
to its positive virtues. The chief of these was a blindness to every aspect 
of life which did not directly concern conduct. Preaching, moral admoni- 
tion, law% administration, government — these are Calvinism’s main fields. 
But that men are deeply united through art, that they may learn the les- 
sons of faith through systematic doubt, that they may be corrupted by a 
pharisaic virtue and saved to humanity by their very sins, that the love 
of God may be expressed in a Franciscan gaiety and that relaxation has 
its place in maintaining high moral tension — all these things Calvin knew 
but imperfectly, and most of his followers knew not at all. 

Unlike Aquinas, the Protestants saw no essential parity between good- 
ness and beauty: beauty, which the Roman Church had claimed for its 
own, was essentially a delusion and a snare. Not merely did the Calvinists 
strip the venerable decorations and images off the Cathedral in the Old 
Town of Geneva, leaving its interior bleak and empty: not merely did 
they make men and women forfeit all the playful lures of dress which 
enhance their sexuality: not merely did an inflexible note of mechanical 
discipline begin to invade every portion of protestant life. All these were 
temporary reactions: they might be forgiven and forgotten if they had 
served merely to make possible a fresh start on the right road. 

But Calvinism did not stop with the mere dethronement and demolition 
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of worldly vanities; or rather, it removed the golden serpent only to re- 
place it with a more formidable monster, less tempting* to the eye, whose 
very ugliness and inhumanity the Calvinist misinterpreted as a mark of 
moral value. That monster was the machine: here and only here does 
Max Weber’s theory of the interplay of Protestantism and capitalism at 
last receive the corroboration of historic facts. It is no accident that the 
theorists and practical inventors of the machine, in its initial stages, came 
so often from protestant and particularly Calvinist circles. Did not Geneva 
become the chief center for making watches: the last word in precision, 
regulation, mechanical order? With Calvinism, the Noes had it: not for 
love, not for enjoyment, not for delight, not for curiosity or wonder, were 
all the Calvinist virtues. The machine was the true symbol for the Cal- 
vinist’s unrelenting God and his predestined order: its very austerities 
and abnegations and self-denials, the driving discipline of the factory, 
with no time for idleness and therefore no opportunity for sin — all this 
gave the machine a foundation in protestant culture that it long lacked 
in countries like Spain and Italy which remained under the laxer and 
more human forms of the medieval Church and of medieval craftsman- 
ship. 

The machine became thus a double-headed symbol: it stood for both 
despotic authority and for the power that challenged that authority: it 
stood for them and it united them. The bourgeoisie became the new Elect; 
and the proletariat, even down to the mere infant hardly out of the cradle, 
were obviously those predestined to damnation. Thus the Calvinist cen- 
centration on the will, delivering into the world generation after genera- 
tion of moral athletes, with bunchy spiritual muscles and proud chests, 
nevertheless throttled the full human personality; and the City of Man 
was once more undermined by the very engines of power that the Calvin- 
ists themselves so ingeniously, so inventively, helped to install in its cata- 
combs. 

11: Protestantism as Fission 

Though Lutheranism and Calvinism were both expressed in authori- 
tative forms, their very authority was established by a doctrine that in 
time undermined Protestantism and contributed further to ideological dis- 
unity: the right of private judgment. If one might tear oneself loose from 
the parent church, because one did not accept the authority of the Pope, 
why should one bind oneself to accept indefinitely the authority of a 
Luther, a Calvin, a Zwingli? Each man could read the Bible for himself, 
once printing had multiplied the text: each could interpret the Bible in 
his own way, live his own life, perfect his own doctrine. 
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The right of private judgment went to people’s heads: precisely those 
who knew least about the history of the Christian Church and its doctrines 
felt themselves able, with the sanction of the Bible, to speak in a new 
voice of certainty. From Spain to Sweden merchants, weavers, miners, 
peasants, became intoxicated with a new sense of intellectual power which 
sprang out of their naive contact with the historic truths in the Old and 
the New Testaments. They took the Bible figuratively and they took it 
literally; and each man found what he wanted in it — a staff to lean on, 
a whip to scourge his enemies, a missile to hurl at the devil, a shield and 
buckler for domestic battle. 

Now, the right of private judgment is a necessary corrective to the 
principle of authority. It limits the power of dogmas that have ceased to 
be examined and of truths that have ceased to be open to further experi- 
mental verification or disproof. The heretic and the unqualified amateur — 
a Hahnemann in medicine, a Mayer in physics, a Mesmer in psychology, 
a Samuel Butler in biology — unearth buried possibilities to which the 
orthodox, whether in science or theology, are either smugly indifferent or 
downright hostile. Without continuous appeal to private judgment, open- 
mindedness would disappear; and the world would be locked in a circle 
of consistent, self-enclosed errors it mistook for eternal truths. 

But in all matters of truth, private judgment has no standing except 
as a starting point for a fresh revision of public judgment. One cannot 
entertain a private judgment about the sum of the angles of a triangle 
except as the foundation for a new system of geometry in which a dif- 
ferent series of postulates will be laid down and accepted in time by all 
competent mathematical authority. Only a minute span of experience is 
really open to private verification and adequate experimental proof: the 
rest must be taken on faith in the integrity of authority, in science no less 
than in theology. 

As a healthy safeguard against superstition, science and reason must 
keep open the right of private investigation and private judgment: but 
only so that ultimately these efforts may be collectively verified and sealed 
with the proof of other men’s repeated experiments and collated interpre- 
tations. This verification of truth by a collective historic process is what 
knits men together in a universal society that overpasses the boundaries 
of space and time, and eventually removes, not merely the Baconian idola, 
but also errors due merely to one’s position in space or time. This process 
begins, not with each new investigator, but with the historic heritage that 
makes his existence possible, his language comprehensible, and his work 
rational. 

Protestantism, unfortunately, never properly understood the collective 
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process in which private judgment must play its part. For the Protestant, 
the message of the Bible was founded, not on reason but on revelation: 
he rejected the efforts of the scholastic philosophers to weld reason and 
revelation, experience and authority, together. Reason for the Protestant 
was already visible in the actual text of the Bible: was not the Bible an 
open book? 

What was the outcome of this doctrine of private judgment? Exactly 
what might have been expected: perpetual schism, perpetual splitting off 
of one sect from another. Richard Baxter remarked that during the seven- 
teenth century Abraham Scultetus, like many other Protestants in Europe, 
expected a golden age of Protestantism: the princes of France, Bohemia, 
England, and many other countries were all favorable to its doctrines or 
at least tolerant of their spread ; but “within one year either death or the 
ruins of war or backslidings had exposed all their expectations to scorn 
and had laid them lower than before.” 

Because of this inherent tendency toward fission, the protestant sects 
were almost as inimical to each other, as fiercely intolerant of their own 
divergences, as they had been toward the Roman Church. Each sect 
dreamed of a private golden age. The Anabaptists of Munster, for exam- 
ple, engineered a brief social revolution that aimed at eliminating serf- 
dom and establishing a community of property: they extended the doctrine 
that the Elect could not sin to a point that enabled them to cohabit freely 
outside the bonds of marriage, even sanctimoniously urging women to 
lose their chastity because Christ had said that harlots and publican? 
would enter the Kingdom of Heaven before the righteous. This was a 
radical symptom of a difficulty that became chronic in protestant thought. 
The Silent Brothers among the Anabaptists held that preaching no longer 
was necessary: George Fox and the Quakers held that a clergy was su- 
perfluous: the Socinians dismantled the Trinity. 

Some of these protestant doctrines were not, perhaps, without merit; 
but one and all they lacked the merit of intellectual and political cohesion: 
they were therefore hard put to it to hold their own in a hostile society. 

Thus individualism turned into mere atomism. And the final flower of 
protestant teaching was a willful denial of the need for unity: each 
man lived in a private world, described by a system of private science, 
edified by a private religion, governed by a private code, subject 
to no law but his own conscience, obedient to no impulse but that of 
his own private will. That was indeed the Utopia of the irresponsible 
bourgeoisie: it erected specious moral foundations for the utmost caprice. 
Seeking personal freedom to avoid the vices of an arbitrary ecclesiastical 
authority, the Protestant finally became an advocate of freedom in order 
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to establish an equally arbitrary authority of his own. If he lacked the 
outward power of a despot, he tended toward negative despotism: non- 
conformity — ultimately nihilism. 

The internal tendency toward schism finally undermined the protes- 
tant super-ego even more than did the later growth of rationalism and 
humanitarianism. One can follow that story best in New England, where 
the protestant scheme was established on a fresh foundation, where for 
long it had no serious rivals, and where it created, perhaps, the highest 
culture of which Protestantism was capable. Congregationalism, Presby- 
terianism, Unitarianism, Baptism, Methodism, were all variants of the 
original stock. But in time new Messiahs appeared with more romantic 
claims to divine authority: the Swedenborgians, the Shakers, the Mor- 
mons, the Christian Scientists, continued to spring up like mushrooms 
from the same compost. There was no principle within Protestantism 
whereby it could combat its fatal tendency to fission: each generation, 
as the Vermont farmer said, grew wiser and weaker. The process might 
go on indefinitely until every man had his own Church and served as his 
own Messiah. A society of one is the ultimate denial of human unity: 
the very negation of the true person, who seeks to be at one with all 
humanity. 

Thus once the medieval search for unity was abandoned, Protestantism 
lost the power to prevail: Matthew Arnold’s none-too-gentle reproof for 
its parochialisms and solecisms was well-merited, for they undermined 
die very truths that Protestantism had in fact nobly expressed. When re- 
ligion ceased to be a political force, politics became a substitute religion. 
We shall witness the results of this change in the nineteenth century. 

12: The Protestant Character 

By the seventeenth century Protestantism had created an ideal ego: 
that which comes down to us in the image of the Puritan. The dominant 
traits of this character were austerity and perseverance: a narrowing of 
the circle of human interests and an immense concentration of the will. 

The Protestant shut himself off from the sensual expansion and the 
erotic dilation of the baroque order: all the avenues of sense were now 
carefully guarded, sometimes completely shut. Not only did images and 
figures disappear from his architecture, but even figured patterns, which 
the silk manufacturers of the period had learned to manufacture in their 
s um ptuous brocades, disappeared from personal adornment. Grave attire 
and somber colors became the distinguishing marks of the Reformation. 
Among extremists, such as the followers of George Fox, the break was 
cleanest: ribbonless dresses, simple undecorated costumes were as much 
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a mark of the Quakers as the hahit of using simple affirmatives; and the 
color-blindness of Dalton, so far from being a handicap, was affirmed as 
a virtue and copied. The Protestant was dressed for 'business, not for 
show: his clothes revealed the same dropping off of decorative and cere- 
monious forms as his speech, with its simple Yes and No, and its refusal 
to use ceremonial titles and courtly forms of address. In a word, the 
Protestant personality was businesslike even when there was no business 
in hand. 

Not merely were the images of the Catholic Church rejected: all images 
became suspect as superstitious idols, too easily worshiped for their 
own sake: the Puritan heeded the Old Testament. But to this rule he made 
one exception, with a gesture of naive self-betrayal: that exception was 
his own image. The Protestant admitted art in the form of the portrait: 
his alter-ego in oil would watch severely all the inmates of his home, even 
when he was absent. But to dance, to attend theaters, to witness public 
spectacles, to participate in carnivals, and above all to gamble at dice or 
at cards all lay outside the pale of his daily practice: when he was not 
actively engaged in business he turned to the sermon, the tract, the news- 
paper: the world of black and white. 

The new Protestant was intent on his individual salvation, and the 
vehicle of that salvation was the Bible. Literacy, even among those de- 
barred from school by poverty and neglect, became common: so great 
was the passion for salvation that unlearned craftsmen became masters of 
noble speech, through their close reading and memorizing of the Bible 
in the great vernacular versions of Luther and King James’s scholars: 
Pilgrim’s Progress, a spring of pure English, was written by a tinker. 

Today, with almost universal literacy, the popular mind sinks to the 
lowest possible level of entertainment and instruction, for sheer lack of 
spiritual ambition: the vulgar tabloid newspaper and the illustrated 
weekly set a level of frothy dullness which is only one step away from 
a drugged sleep. But under the protestant passion for individual salva- 
tion, the common man lifted himself up by heroic mental efforts: he read 
and mastered the history, the laws, the ethics, and the poetry of one of 
the greatest cultures the world has known: that of the Jews. For daily 
companionship he not merely had the words of Solomon and Isaiah and 
Paul, hut the texts of ministers who knew those words in Hebrew and 
Greek and were capable of spinning theological subtleties over which 
the congregation might mull for the rest of the week. The things of the 
spirit were not debased to meet the level of the common man: the com- 
mon man was encouraged to reach the highest levels of the spirit. Was not 
the metaphysical Jonathan Edwards a preacher in a frontier town? 
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Spurred by his vision of realizable virtue, the Protestant had before 
him at each great crisis of life the image of a noble patriarchal or a tribal 
personality: an ABraham, a Joseph, a David, a Job, a Daniel: he felt in 
himself and in his community a fresh responsibility for making the will 
of God prevail. No priesthood, no organization, could carry that burden 
for him. If his image-breaking might turn into a callous contempt for 
all art, if his Bible-reading too easily turned into a fanatical bibliolatry, 
nevertheless it was true that these efforts were the perversions of a sound 
aim: the attempt to re-build religion on the basis of the highest personal 
integrity. The straitlaced Protestant was an upstanding personality. He 
would not bow to dead forms any more than he would take off his hat to 
a living king. 

Thus precisely at a time when the expansion of bureaucratic methods 
in business and government, and the expansion of large-scale manufac- 
ture were making the whole routine of practical activity an ever deadlier 
grind, Protestantism developed a special faculty for getting pleasure out 
of that grind. This was Protestantism’s special contribution to the develop- 
ment of capitalism and mechanism : not to initiate them but to make them 
tolerable and to pour into them all the energies of the moral life. Drudg- 
ery served the Protestant as a valuable mortification of the flesh: valu- 
able in a worldly as well as a spiritual sense, for unlike the hair shirts and 
self-whippings of the medieval saint, his unflagging concentration on dull 
work brought tangible profits. 

For the Protestant business became holy, not least because it tended 
to grow more and more odious in its performance. The Catholic holidays 
were abandoned; the guild pageants and processions and mysteries were 
rapidly disappearing; the feastings of the guild brothers were reduced to 
annual banquets and were unknown in the new unorganized industries: 
all the playful and esthetic accompaniments which sweetened the day’s 
toil were now pushed to one side: business was business: profits and divi- 
dends were its sole embellishments. To save money by paring the costs 
of production, to sacrifice present goods for future rewards, to drive 
one’s self for the good of one’s soul, and to drive others quite as merci- 
lessly for the good of their souls: all this was the very essence of the new 
protestant morality. Thrift, foresight, parsimony, order, punctuality, per- 
severance, sacrifice: out of these austere protestant virtues a new kind of 
economy was created, and within it, a new kind of personality proceeded 
to function. At one end of classic capitalism stands Jacob Fugger II: at 
the other end, John D. Rockefeller I. 

Believing that the main duty of man was moral instruction, the Protes- 
tant too often mistook profit for pedagogy. Intolerant to all who opposed 
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his will he treated as a grievous moral sin every form of life except that 
which he had worked out for himself. He would manufacture textiles and 
inculcate the virtues of the handkerchief and the Mofher Hubbard gown 
to his primitive customers: he would sell rum to the Indian and interpret 
the subsequent debauchery as a sign of the native’s awful nature: he would 
oppose the slow lazy ways of the Negro and sell him into slavery with the 
proud consciousness that he was bringing him redemption by word and by 
act. Melville’s Captain Bildad was a caricature; but behind that caricature 
was an even starker reality. 

By a habit of dissent and nonconformity the Protestant contracted the 
whole horizon of social life, and by his unremitting attention to business 
he gave to instrumental goods a value that would be justified only by the 
highest kind of consummation. Yet when the protestant sense of duty was 
wedded to a rational collective aim, the result was the creation of a new 
kind of martyr and hero: Cromwell at the head of the Parliamentary 
armies, Milton sacrificing his ambitions as a poet to perform the office of 
political secretary; Livingstone bringing the Gospel to the remotest tribes 
of the African jungle; John Brown leading the revolt of the slaves at 
Harpers Ferry; Abraham Lincoln rising to saintly tenderness and charity 
in his high-principled conduct of a stern war. Belter than these, what 
creed can show? 



CHAPTER VI. 


UPRISING OF THE LIBIDO 


1 : Lust of Life 

The Protestant sought to curb the capitalist spirit and in the end he 
deepened its channels: he challenged the political rule of the despot and 
brought into business enterprise the ruthless ego that had hitherto domi- 
nated only the machinery of state. The spread of capitalist enterprise 
meant the extension of absolutism in the economic field: each business 
office, each factory, though it might be organized on the principle of 
the divided risk (joint stock holdings), was also conceived on the prin- 
ciple of undivided responsibility in direction and management. 

But although mammonism and mechanism were the two great molders 
of human character between the sixteenth and the twentieth centuries, they 
were attached to a negative super-ego, that which had been created by 
the Christian Church. In the communities where they ruled, the new 
tyrants in government and industry required nothing further than docile 
conformity to all the tenets of Christian faith: witness the physical multi- 
plication of churches and the increase of pious endowments. Not until 
the nineteenth century did these life-denying forces gain the upper hand; 
for in the meanwhile, the dissolution of the medieval synthesis had given 
rise to a counter-movement: an uprush of the libido, an intensification of 
the senses, an introduction of the mind to its own labyrinths, an expansion 
of every activity that promoted animation, joy, bodily exuberance. With 
this went a desire for free movement, for exploration, for understanding 
and commanding all the processes of natural life. Against the growing 
repressions of the machine, a series of positive expressions now mani- 
fested themselves in the fields that lay outside the mechanical ideology. 
In horticulture and colonization, in exploration and pioneering, in art and 
in love the libido came forth; Tintoretto and Michelangelo, Rabelais and 
Shakespeare, Montaigne and Rubens, are the noble names that stand for 
this great insurgence of life: a floodtide of vitality that spread into every 
cove and channel of the spirit. 

At the very moment the iron frame of the machine was being bolted 
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together, the organic and the human reasserted themselves with redoubled 
energy. For a moment, these two aspects of man’s existence were held 
together in the forceful patterns and rhythmic undulations of baroque art: 
the spiral column of baroque architecture, in which the classic stasis be- 
comes a sinuous whorl, is the emblem of this union. Meanwhile the 
negative forces redouble their profound assault against nature and man 
under the pretext of conquering the first and liberating the second. 

This movement and counter-movement came within the same cultural 
milieu: from the first there was an interplay between the impulses of 
power and love: the machine fed the libido and the libido counterbal- 
anced the machine. Physical energy and money provided the material 
wherewithal for the artful luxuries whose enjoyment became the principal 
end of upper-class existence: just as the increased yields in agriculture, 
coupled with new food crops brought in from the New World, enriched 
the dietary of Europe and perhaps even increased the rate of conception: 
certainly made possible a continued expansion of the population after the 
seventeenth century. Wheaten bread and sugar, increased quantities of 
fats, due to better winter fodder for the cattle and the hunting of the 
whale, finally the potato — renewed the lust of life at its sources. The eye 
dilated: the belly grew big: the genitals swelled. An insuppressible vital 
energy manifested itself in the life of the upper classes, as in the art they 
produced and patronized. 

Unfortunately, this energy never found for itself a satisfactory outlet 
in the community as a whole: for it rested upon gold and upon the po.wer 
that gold symbolized. All this high vitality rose to its natural peak in the 
royal and aristocratic courts of Europe, from Mantua to Hampton Court: 
part of its energy was due to the fact that it mercilessly drained off the 
life of its conquered peoples and its depressed internal proletariat. The 
cult of luxury has many of the attributes of a religion but it lacks its 
essential attribute: universality. To enjoy this life you must do more 
than believe in it: you must be ready to pay for it. 

Yet no manifestation of the released libido has made a profounder 
impression on humanity than the art and science and exploration that 
took place between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries: for perhaps 
never before did so much sheer animal vitality fructify the higher prod- 
ucts of the spirit and become translated into such a wealth of esthetic and 
practical forms. By contrast, other periods seem pale, famished, attenu- 
ated: too ethereal to survive in a gross world. One cannot say that of 
Michelangelo’s figures in the Sistine Chapel: alongside them, it is the 
great athlete who seems anemic and the great prince who seems impotent. 

The new libido left its mark upon the human personality: it created a 
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commanding presence and a fearless self-reliance: the great conquistador 
was capable of hjuming his ships behind him, when he marched toward 
the territory he sought to conquer. The pride that was thus exalted de- 
fied reason and in the end fed on its own flesh: witness the ignominious 
fate of Napoleon. But before this movement had run its course it created 
two ideal types: the gentleman and the artist. 

2: The Birth of the Gentleman 

From the scholar, the feudal knight, the humanist, the Christian and 
the classic pagan, a new type of character emerged in the sixteenth cen- 
tury: the gentleman. J. E. Spingam once proposed to write a treatise on 
The Birth and Death of the Gentleman; and his failure to write it is our 
loss. For lack of such a comprehensive study, one of the principal per- 
sonalities of post-medieval culture has not been fully characterized or 
understood, and one must turn to the novelists, to the creators of a Colonel 
Newcome, a Sir Willoughby Patterne, or a Swann for individualized 
variants of the type. 

In contrast to the great vocational patterns of the Middle Ages, the 
gentleman was above all an amateur: he was the non-specialized, non- 
professionalized man, in whom manliness itself became incarnate: like 
his Athenian prototype he became the exemplar of beautiful conduct. In 
him, a dying morality was graced by art, and an emerging art was tem- 
pered by moral considerations. 

• The forming of the gentleman was the very essence of post-medieval 
higher education down to the nineteenth century. The new ideal rested on 
cultivation, discipline, a balanced interplay of all the impulses natural 
to man, except those that had to do with menial labor. By good nurture, 
as Castiglione pointed out, men were to be turned from wildness. In the 
gentleman, what cannot be cultivated must be rooted out: no matter how 
succulent or how nourishing the moral root, it is in the flower of manners 
that the gentleman’s nurture was justified. Like the knight, he must know 
the use of weapons, must ride and hunt: that went without saying. But 
he must also swim well, leap, run, vault, play tennis: his body must be 
agile, ready for every test of endurance, so that he may be confident in 
action and courageous in pain. 

For the gentleman the knowledge of the classics was more than a deco- 
rative acquisition: Horace taught him wit, Cicero eloquence, and Plutarch 
morality and public service. In the exact mastery of grammar and a for- 
eign vocabulary, from childhood on, the gentleman learned every day 
a fresh lesson in patience and method: in the composition of Latin verses, 
he enlarged his mastery. The classics furnished him with a ready-made 
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outfit of thoughts and feelings, far more neatly cut to his own require- 
ments than the clumsy garments of so much popular medieval literature: 
he would respect most those contemporary writers who cut their costumes 
to the same outline, or at least utilized a similar quality of cloth. To 
know something of everything; to know nothing too thoroughly; always 
to preserve the golden mean, this was the essence of the gentleman. In- 
stead of showing the intense passion of the artist, he showed the willing 
receptivity, the appreciative omnivorousness, of the connoisseur. Self- 
effacing self-assertion: high-spirited humility: a personality that com- 
mands everything so completely that to all appearances it claims nothing: 
there lies the glittering paradox of the gentleman. His most precious 
possession was his self-possession. 

This new ideal was no mere natural outgrowth of feudalism: it con- 
trasts with the master of the old manorhouse or castle, as described by 
Pace in De Fructu. He tells how “one of those whom we call gentlemen 
who always carry some horn hanging at their backs, as though they would 
hunt during dinner, said: ‘I swear by God’s body I would rather that my 
son should hang than study letters.’ ” Quite the contrary, the gentleman 
lost his unqualified fondness for brutal sports: indeed, compassion and 
sympathy entered his relations with horses, dogs, menials: from the sum- 
mit of the gentleman’s position, no one was too low to be unworthy of his 
consideration and courtesy. Even Louis XIV took off his hat, with all 
grace, to a serving maid when he met her, out of a gentleman’s respect 
for a woman. For in the gentleman’s training, manners attain the status »f 
morals: even if his conscience is not touched, his taste becomes a guide, 
sensitive, exacting, unyielding. Within the limits of his code, which 
allowed a certain latitude to adultery and self-indulgence, conduct un- 
worthy of a gentleman is a condition for ostracism — one had almost said 
excommunication. 

If the hygiene of the present world derives largely from the Regimen 
of Salerno, almost all that is left of good manners derives from the gentle- 
man; and Baldassare Castiglione, in The Courtier, was his prophet. In 
the sixteenth century Giovanni della Casa, too, wrote a treatise called 
Galateo; or Concerning Manners, in which the essentials of gentle- 
manly conduct were prescribed: his code was to stand for three centuries. 
The great mark of the gentleman, as della Casa put it, was his self-control. 
“In company, and most especially at table, you should not bully or 
beat any servants, nor must you express anger, whatever may occur to 
excite it; nor talk of any distressful matters — wounds, illnesses, deaths, 
or pestilence.” The aim of agreeable manners, for della Casa, was to 
afford delight, “or at least . . . not produce any vexation to the feel- 
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ings, appetite, or imagination of those with whom we have to do. A man 
should not be content with doing what is right, but should also study to do 
it with grace. And grace is as it were a light which shines from the fit- 
tingness of things that are well-composed and well-sorted the one with 
the other and all of them together; without which measure even the good 
is not beautiful and beauty is not pleasurable. Therefore well-bred per- 
sons should have regard to this measure, alike in walking, standing, and 
sitting, in gesture, demeanor, and clothing, in work and in silence, and 
in rest and action.” 

Composure and measure: both these attributes of the gentleman con- 
tinued to owe no little, of course, to the active discipline of the Christian 
Church. When the Due de Saint-Simon found himself intolerably pro- 
voked by one of his rivals, he retired to a Trappist monastery for a week 
in order to get over his anger. Hence came the feeling that true nobility 
was not something derived from blood and soil, but was a thing of the 
spirit, having no connection with lineage and escutcheon: the doctrine of 
the troubadours about love here resumed its sway. In 1525 John Rastell, 
a brother-in-law of Thomas More, even wrote an Interlude of Gentleness 
and Nobility, which he described as a “dialogue between the Merchant, 
the Knight, and the Ploughman, disputing who is a very gentleman and 
who is a nobleman and how man should come to authority.” The plow- 
man, anticipating his Burns by almost three centuries, gets the best of 
the argument. He points out that gentle conditions make a gentleman, and 
these are “meekness, patience, charity, liberality, abstinence, honest 
business, and chastity,” and he claims that in respect of these he is 
superior to the other two. 

Gentle conditions and good surroundings became the essential require- 
ment of the new education. Vittorino da Feltre, the humanist educator, 
sought to isolate youth in the open country during the critical period of 
growth: he was revolted by the debauchery and drunkenness of the stu- 
dents at Padua. Vittorino founded his school under the patronage of 
Francesco Gonzaga of Mantua. Not merely did the school have a rural 
setting: Vittorino surrounded it on three sides by a large enclosed 
meadow, which was used as a playing field. From Plutarch, Vittorino 
learned to be concerned with health, diet, games: from now on these be- 
came a systematic part of the gentleman’s nurture. This cultivated rural 
background must be stressed. In his concern with the countryside, in his 
understanding of the processes of life and growth, in his resourceful 
study of horticulture, gardening, and landscape architecture, the gentle- 
man, by the seventeenth century, had created an environment that em- 
braced in equal measure the vital and the esthetic; and as a many-sided 
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life disappeared in the city with the decay of the guilds and the growing 
preoccupation with mechanism and finance, the gentleman created a fresh 
environment for a rounded culture in the new Country House, with its 
library, its art gallery, its portrait gallery, its curio cabinet, its ballroom, 
its concert hall, and its garden. That environment is worth a closer exam- 
ination: it became, by default, the chief positive ideal of the industrial 
age. 

War, politics, and agriculture were the great provinces of the baroque 
gentleman; and they remained his typical fields in the period that fol- 
lowed: the first required courage, the second administrative skill and per- 
sonal presence, and the third a certain capacity for both esthetic and 
economic organization. From the standpoint of his own fulfillment and 
satisfaction, the gentleman led a balanced life. But how could he live this 
balanced life in an unbalanced society? How could it be lived, with a 
good conscience, at the expense of the poor, the exploited, the oppressed? 
For this difficulty, the gentleman had only an esthetic solution: he put the 
facts of this life out of sight, and ignored them on the ground that they 
were distressing. In the country, an elaborate plantation or a wall would 
separate the stables, the dungheap, the vegetable garden from the less 
utilitarian parts of the estate: in the city, poverty and squalor were also 
tactfully removed to the East End. 

Complete detachment from economic responsibility, and therefore ulti- 
mately from human feeling, was the final mark of the gentleman: that 
in itself disclosed the ideal as the other side, the smiling esthetic mask 
of baroque insolence and exploitation. Ideally, the gentleman was rich, or 
at least economically secure, but he was bound to act as if money did not 
matter, and he had only contempt for those who took it seriously — though 
his own world would have vanished without it. Tolstoy shows this ambiv- 
alent relation clearly in War and Peace. Yet these riches provided lei- 
sure; and the obligation to use his leisure, not solely for his own amuse- 
ment, but for the help and comfort of his family, his relatives, his de- 
pendents, his retainers, his neighbors went along with the cult of the 
gentleman: a direct inheritance from feudalism. Thanks to this tradition, 
the gentleman at times achieved a high career as a selfless public servant, 
which those who needed to court popularity seldom equaled: witness the 
two great country gentlemen who established the English and the Amer- 
ican revolutions: Oliver Cromwell and George Washington. 

3: The Esthetic Synthesis 

As the new courtier may be considered a feudal knight whose business 
has turned into play, so the artist of the baroque period may he under- 
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stood as the medieval craftsman turned gentleman: released from the 
rules of his guild only to come under the more servile conditions of his 
aristocratic patron’s caprice. 

The change from the all-round craftsman, with his productive work- 
shop, ready to turn out a candlestick or an altar piece, a chair or a trip- 
tych at an honest price, takes place almost before one’s eyes in the person 
of a Pollaiuolo or an Andrea del Castagno. Their greater pupils have all 
their craftsmanlike virtuosity; but now one element in their discipline 
predominates — the skill of the painter. While the artist of the Middle 
Ages was primarily an artisan, the artist of the renascence is primarily 
a designer: the drawing takes precedence over the slower manual proc- 
esses of production: the original conception governs the final execution 
instead of being constantly modified by the nature of the materials and 
the character of the fabricator, learning as he goes along, taking advan- 
tage of unsuspected qualities in the materials, or submitting to a fresher 
inspiration under the hypnosis of his own esthetic concentration. More 
and more the artist’s drawing governs the paintbrush, the chisel, the mal- 
let, the saw: time and experience play a lesser part in the final product. 
No matter how long it takes to build, every part of a baroque building 
must look as if it were conceived and produced in one instant: unified and 
complete. In the painter’s studio the ambitions of the absolute Prince 
found their ideal fulfillment. 

The baroque artist, from the sixteenth century on, was primarily a 
visual investigator and an exponent of the esthetic synthesis: a magnified 
eye, scrutinizing the outside world, analyzing it, dissecting it, imagina- 
tively putting it together in compositions that have lost their original 
cultural significance: in taking the orthodox symbols of religion and 
mythology he re-states them in a fashion that conveys only esthetic mean- 
ing. A Holy Family by Leonardo is a study in light and shade, a treatise 
on geology, almost anything except a religious icon. An Adam and Eve 
by Michelangelo is essentially an exciting anatomy lesson: a demonstra- 
tion of idealized vitality. Now the superficial symbol and the latent mean- 
ing of the picture are two entirely different matters. Witness Leonardo’s 
John the Baptist and his Bacchus: they are the same persons, drawn in the 
same fashion, and what does this mean, except that Leonardo is inter- 
ested in neither theology nor mythology, but in the human form, and 
considers — to use his own words — that “man does not vary from the 
animals except in what is accidental.” 

The visual revolution that took place in the late fifteenth century hap- 
pens to coincide with the dominance of the humanist movement in Italy 
and its rise elsewhere: hence the interpreters of this change have some- 
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times attributed to the revival of the classics a progress due largely to the 
enfranchised experiments of the artist. For the most part, the humanists 
were contemptuous of both science and modem art, all the more because 
the artist, apprenticed to a jeweler or a goldsmith at the age of ten or 
twelve, usually knew little Latin and less Greek. 

Even in the Middle Ages the artist had often been a close observer of 
nature, as the notebooks of that great master mason, Villars de Honne- 
court, plainly show. But now the artist was both an observer and an ex- 
perimenter: he not merely saw everything but made a record of it: and 
not content to look at the surface alone, he took the object apart: a flower, 
a formation of rocks, the human body, a machine were all equally worthy 
of his attention. This broad inquisitorial interest was not confined to^ 
Leonardo da Vinci: he differed from the artists around him not so much' 
by the extent of his interests as in the extraordinary mind be brought to 
bear upon them. From Uccello on, the painter’s art demanded a growing 
knowledge of chemistry, anatomy, optics, mathematics, botany, geology, 
and even engineering — for he might be called upon to improvise the 
defenses of a city, design a public building, or provide the scenery and 
realistic properties for a stage. 

The many-sidedness of the painter’s education and discipline made 
him the ideal handyman in a period of colorful improvisation : not bound 
to the rules of his guild, to the established conventions of his art, he was 
capable of moving forward in new directions. By his emphasis on tech- 
nique, without regard for the ethical or ideological content of his paint- 
ings, the artist became the destined interpreter of the technicians of 
politics and finance who arose in the same period. Just as there was noth- 
ing the Prince might not do, so there was nothing that the painter might 
not see or paint; his curiosity and his inventiveness flowed over into every 
department of human activity, not least into technics itself, from Leonardo 
to Fulton and Morse. More than a century before the baroque stage was 
invented, the painter had developed its chief convention — that of pre- 
senting a three-sided room with one wall removed. Long before Descartes 
conceived of his cartesian co-ordinates, the painter devised a similar form 
which enabled him to correlate size and distance. It was only in painting 
that there were order and comprehensive understanding of the nature of 
life and an indication of its ideal possibilities. And it was by visual aids, 
by telescopes, microscopes, magnifying glasses, that a new world was 
brought concretely into modem man’s consciousness: the world of the 
infinite and the infinitesimal: cosmic space and molecular space. 

The artist shared with the gentleman the discipline of an all-round 
development. But in one respect he was greatly the gentleman’s superior: 
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he was not bound by caste limitations to deny himself the use of his 
hands: his real virtue lay rather in the fact that he could turn his hand 
to anything. The artist was an amateur, but a passionate amateur, with 
a driving zeal that compared with the financier’s or the Puritan’s: Michel- 
angelo underwent greater risks and endured greater fatigue than any of 
his helpers in the painting of the Sistine Chapel; and even a rogue like 
Benvenuto Cellini, a little later, became momentarily transformed in the 
hot process of work: he rose from a sickbed to give orders for the cast- 
ing of the Perseus when the process had been muffed in his absence, and 
he triumphantly surmounted every obstacle. By swift thinking, dogged 
industry, luminous periods of creation, the artist of the baroque order 
contrived to give a show of order and harmony to a life that was becoming 
disordered and chaotic for lack of an inner coherence between acts and 
facts, dreams and deeds. 

For lack of moral and social solidity, this visual synthesis was as thin 
as a piece of stage scenery: its beauty and order were completed in the 
picture: they did not pass over into the community. Under the new 
despotism of the machine, the universal qualities of the painter were a 
handicap: those who survived best were fragmentary men, applying a 
shriveled part of their personality to achieve the utmost efficiency in 
a little job. In the new rationale of science, as laid down by Galileo, the 
painter’s world of figure and color had become irrelevant: in the new 
processes of industry, beauty and use were progressively separated, and 
mere quantitative production became the goal of mechanical improve- 
ment. In this change, the artist, who was the most courted figure of the 
fifteenth century, became ultimately the chronic unemployable of the 
nineteenth century. 

Yet the extraordinary achievement of the artist between the fifteenth 
and the eighteenth century in the Low Countries, Germany, France, Italy 
and Spain, left a clue to the scope and method of education that the 
educators themselves long failed to interpret or apply. In the artist’s 
training, sensory discrimination and manual exercise, comprehensive de- 
sign and detailed execution, were the daily lessons of the workshop: all 
these elements played a part in the development of full-bodied minds, 
capable of ordering every dimension of experience: if this visual syn- 
thesis was not the end of education it was at least a fruitful beginning, for 
lack of which the inner and the outer worlds must inevitably remain apart 
and unevenly developed. Early in the nineteenth century Froebel picked 
up one essential part of the painter’s education in the Kindergarten. He 
laid the foundations for a radical change: a basic universalization of the 
artist-craftsman’s personality. Unfortunately, all the maturer perceptions 
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in Froebel’s The Education of Man were overlooked by his followers: 
they seized upon the obvious and at first introduced their innovations 
only into those years that the conventional school did not attempt to disci- 
pline. When the lesson of art and play was finally brought into the pro- 
gressive schools of England and America, the nineteenth century con- 
ception of the artist as a licensed Bohemian, an irresponsible eccentric, 
doing what he pleases, passed into education, with an over-stressing of 
the spontaneous element in creative activity — namely, that very moment 
in the creative act over which the master or the teacher can exercise no 
control. , 

But the real lesson of the baroque artist was quite a different one: noli 
that of play alone, but play disciplined by severe intellectual effort, anc^ 
delight brought to a higher pitch by masterly design: in short, it was the* 
lesson of symmetrical development, the equal cultivation of hand and 
eye, of feeling and manual skill, of emotion and intelligence: so that 
every part of experience might be ordered into a symbolic whole. Here 
was the baroque artist’s permanent contribution to education: one as 
worthy of imitation as the Benedictine sense of regularity and order. 

4: The Disrobed Divinity 

The courtier and the gentleman had their counterparts in the other sex: 
the courtesan and the lady. The transformation of woman from a work- 
ing partner into a sexual free-lance and from a distantly worshiped ideal 
into a more tangible divinity, disrobed and ready for play, came about 
through the increase of idleness and luxury; so it is a story that belongs 
mainly to the upper classes. But the change was not without democratic 
significance by reason of what has followed. For a profound modification 
of sex, love, and parenthood took place between the sixteenth and the 
nineteenth century. 

The great theme of art, during the post-medieval period, was the cele- 
bration and enjoyment of woman. The courtesan not merely became the 
principal luxury of the market: she was the very reason for that vast 
process of spoliation and conquest which ultimately brought into her 
boudoir carved mirrors, sparkling jewels, heady perfumes, cosmetics, 
silks, brocades, and the gold wherewith more could be bought. I have 
dealt with the psychological role of luxury in relation to militarism and 
the machine in Technics and Civilization. Here it is important to realize 
that woman performed a special function in baroque life: she herself 
became the very symbol of expensive sensuous refinement and glowing 
vitality. 

The artists of the sixteenth century had no small part in creating the 
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new image of woman. In medieval art there might be occasional nude 
figures, and nakedness itself was doubtless as common a fact of nature 
in the medieval household as in the medieval baths. But the body was 
taken matter-of-factly. Indeed, the limited amount of water available for 
bodily cleanliness gave the sexual act an association with dirtiness. Erotic 
interest was concentrated almost wholly on the genitals: in cold rooms, 
or in the open, hampered by clothes, the secondary attributes of sex made 
but small claims upon the lover’s attention. Now the painters created a 
new image of feminine loveliness: they disrobed woman and in the very 
act of revealing the charms of nature they further idealized the possibili- 
ties of erotic experience. Tactile values supplemented the visual delights 
of rhythmic outlines; and both played a larger part in actual life. 

In the fifteenth century one of the first manifestations of the growth 
of luxury was the private bedroom: a room devoted exclusively to love- 
making and sleep, without the constant threat of interruptions and intru- 
sions. In Carpaccio’s painting of Saint Ursula’s Vision, the furniture and 
bed-covering of the room are already very close to present-day require- 
ments. While the ordinary arrangement of putting a bed or a couch in a 
room used by day for other purposes never entirely disappeared, the 
new bedroom had a highly specialized office: it was a room built about 
a bed. Such an arrangement not only permitted privacy at night: it re- 
moved the need for haste in love-making and permitted it to take place 
at any time of the day. 

Do not underestimate the contribution of the painter: he remodeled 
the sexual super-ego. Stimulated no doubt by the images of antiquity, 
the painter began to draw from the living model. Alone with her in the 
studio, he looks upon her for hours at a time, catches the sheen of her 
hair, the satiny surface of her skin, observes the swell of her breasts and 
the curve of her belly. By enlarging the intermediate function of the eye 
the painter prolonged and enriched every response. With his flair for 
life, the artist never forgets its sexual sources: from Raphael to Renoir, 
he not merely reminds other men, preoccupied with machines or books, 
of what is most desirable: he teaches them how to desire it and sets before 
them a high standard of fulfillment. The painter’s worshipful admiration 
of woman added a fresh force to the erotic act itself and at the same 
time guarded it against that boredom which follows early satiety. Now 
the eye temporarily halts the sexual attack and heightens the tension. In 
front view and profile, standing or sitting or lying down, woman reveals 
as for the first time the charms men had demanded too peremptorily and 
captured too swiftly in the intimacies of action. 

And what happens to woman? In her coy disrobing, in her frank ex- 
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posure of herself, woman in turn feels her power: her power to withhold 
and to give. By the grace of postponement she becomes more fully roused, 
and when the erotic mood at last brings her lover close,’ she becomes more 
deeply fulfilled. In the alternation of visual excitement and sensory ful- 
fillment the painter helps to heighten erotic ecstasy: now the “marital 
debt” is repaid with interest: with psychological and esthetic interest. 
What the cold mirror could not reveal to woman, the painting of a Titian 
or a Giorgione easily disclosed: how desirable she could be. The very 
milk of her breasts, that bovine attribute of peasant motherhood, now 
became, in Tintoretto’s The Origin of the Milky Way, a source of erotic 
titillation. No small part of the erotica of this period has been destroyed^ 
not a little went up in smoke on Savonarola’s bonfires; but there is enough 
left in “respectable” painting to supply every gap in our knowledge.\ 
Nathaniel Hawthorne and Mark Twain were both deeply shocked by the , 
paintings of the renascence. This was perhaps a sign of their naive 
puritanism; but it was also a sign of their excellent understanding of 
the painters’ intentions. These beautiful nudes were not abstract essays 
in design: like a Congo fetish, they served to intensify the faith of the 
believer. 

For medieval woman, her proper life as a woman began with mother- 
hood. With baroque woman, her life was rather halted by motherhood: 
she was closer to the courtesan than to the virgin, and she had less author- 
ity as a wife because she had a larger place as a mistress. Sacred and 
Profane Love: Faithful and Unfaithful Love — what are these but the 
images of the same woman, clothed and unclothed, the older woman ' of 
duty and the newer woman of pleasure? The courtesan will set the style 
for her hair, will dictate the fashion in clothes, will command the services 
and attentions of men. So great was her reputation that as late as the 
eighteenth century Rousseau, in Venice, felt it almost a duty to make 
the acquaintance of one of the popular courtesans, though his diffidence 
won only her contempt and displeasure. 

This heightening of desire and this widening of the channels of the 
erotic life were possibly a by-product of the richer dietary that prevailed 
from the sixteenth century on throughout Europe: at least this laid solid 
physiological foundations. The more frequent use of wines and the grow- 
ing habit of drinking cordials among the upper classes likewise must have 
contributed to the general dilation of the senses, and to the urgency and 
persistence of sexual desire. Compare Rubens’ voluptuous figures with 
the pallid, undernourished men and women who appear so frequently 
in the paintings and tapestries of an earlier day: compare the sexually 
reserved costumes of the thirteenth century with the male exhibitionism 
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of the sixteenth. Music and the visual arts completed what food and drink 
began: they concentrated on sex and opened all the avenues of delight. 
Pride and luxury* flourished together: in sex and through sex. The id, 
released from the medieval super-ego, gushed upward in the sexual life, 
a newly tapped pool of oil, set afire by the imagination. “A woman not 
possessed of a light and rare grace can no more abstain from a man than 
from eating, drinking, sleeping, or other natural function. Likewise a 
man cannot abstain from a woman.” That sentence does not come from 
Aretino or Cellini: the man who uttered it was Martin Luther. 

Unfortunately, the enlargement of woman’s sexual role, while it re- 
stored the depleted vitalities of post-medieval society, failed to curb the 
aggressive and destructive tendencies of this culture. For the cultivation of 
sexual life was embarrassed by the fact that syphilis, possibly long latent 
in Western Europe, took on a more virulent form. A relatively mild type 
of this disease, which was diagnosed and even treated by mercury in the 
middle of the fifteenth century, gave place to a more violent type in the 
decade when the New World was discovered. In this more fatal form 
it traveled from country to country, bearing with it a national stigma: 
the French called it the Spanish disease and the Germans called it the 
French disease. The classical name it received, in the poem that cele- 
brated its existence, was speciously decorative; for it actually had a 
devastating effect upon health, hygiene, and morals. Now every occasion 
for sexual intercourse became tainted with fear, so difficult was it for 
the untrained to recognize its symptoms in the first stage. 

" For the timid, syphilis justified a puritanic abstention. But it also had 
another effect: it resulted in the invention of the first sure contraceptive, 
the linen sheath (1564) : a device prescribed by the physician Fallopius, 
as a means of preventing syphilitic infection through intercourse. Mean- 
while, the deepened interest in sex, and the desire to dissociate sexual 
enjoyment from parental responsibility, had stimulated investigation into 
other contraceptives, at least among the upper classes; and the ancient 
pessary was either revived or re-discovered. 

Note the unfortunate association of ideas that now clustered around 
the acknowledgment of sexuality. Sex becomes not merely the road to sin 
but the road to physical corruption. The readiness to enjoy sex opens the 
body to disease and in that process the innocent may suffer as well as 
the sophisticated, for the infection may spread without sexual contact. 
The chaste wife may receive this dreadful disease in marriage, transmit 
it to her children, become disfigured by it, finally lose control of the 
limbs, suffer acute mental deterioration, and die. Prostitution ceases to 
be a device for stabilizing bachelorhood at a time wffien long apprentice- 
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ships demanded a deferment of marriage: the prostitute becomes the 
center of infection: her favors have become deadly, or rather, doubly 
deadly, now that syphilis adds to the old menace of gbnorrhea. As early 
as 1469 Salicieto described syphilis as a disease due to coitus with a 
prostitute: so she is now a menace to both health and morals. But who 
escapes the disease? Those who use Fallopius’s invention: the habitual 
libertines, skilled in the arts of sex — a second unfortunate association. 
The trade in sheaths and abortifacients fell into the hands of brothel- 
keepers and procuresses, bawds and barbers. Right down to our own day, 
in England, the contraceptive shop has often been an annex of the barber’s. 

In other words, contraception was originally associated, not with mar- 
riage, but with the violation of marriage: not with the spacing of child- 
births, for the better breeding and nurture of children, but with the pre- 
vention of offspring for the sake of pleasure. The most revolutionary, 
invention of modern times, even more significant to humanity than the. 
printing press, made headway, not as a beneficent aid to family life, not 
as a contribution to erotic culture, but as a safeguard against disease and 
a device for making possible an irresponsible sterility. Ignorance and dis- 
reputability surrounded contraception: hence it remained until the nine- 
teenth century very largely one of the privileges of the upper classes. 

Though the sexual practices of post-medieval culture were strongly 
affected by the widened province of the courtesan, one must utter a word 
of warning against the misinterpretation of this fact. Ideals are rarely 
translated bodily into life: their mission is rather to deflect, to hasten or 
retard, to diminish or magnify, needs that already exist independent of 
the ideal, and to re-arrange these needs in new constellations. Thus in 
the most lax periods of sexual morals, faithful marriages of course con- 
tinue to exist. The effect of a more copious demand for sexual enjoyment 
would be felt within such marriages: in seeking to meet outside com- 
petition the loyal wife might attempt to fill a sexual demand that a less 
voluptuous age would hardly be conscious of: similarly the wider prov- 
enance of sexual images and symbols would deepen the unconscious sug- 
gestions of sex. This happened in the baroque period: witness not merely 
the decorative use of the spiral and the scalloped shell and the cornucopia, 
but even the one fresh element in building, the staircase. The formal 
staircase may have been in origin what it now is in dream — a symbol of 
the sexual act, projected into space and formally embodied in the setting 
of the palace; for the grand stairs led from the public rooms on the 
lower stories, where the charms of sex were exhibited, to the bedrooms 
in the upper stories where they were fulfilled. 

But besides the gain in erotic expression, a social gain must be noted. 



V. THE COURTLY 
HEAVEN ' 


No one better expresses tlie propulsive 
energies and vitalities of the post- 
medieval period than Tintoretto. Note 
how thickly these new paintings are 
populated: thronged with people who 
surge and sway and float and climb to 
the very throne of Heaven. Here energy, 
as Blake said, is eternal delight; and 
most of the artists are like Milton: 
they belong to the Devil’s party without 
knowing it. Now the Christian theme 
remains as a literary tag: who would 
guess in The Marriage at Cana, that 
Jesus was the principal figure? Tinto- 
retto was plainly more interested in the 
palatial banqueting hall and the charm- 
ing guests: the spirit is that of Casti- 
glione. Rubens’ crowning of Marie de 
Medici presents the courtly counter- 
part of Heaven: an attempt to trans- 
late to earth the blessings of the after- 
life. The Court even had its own seven 
holy sacraments: Inheritance, legiti- 
mation, coming out, reception at court, 
honors, promotion, and pension. In 
masques and spectacles, the Court 
outdid itself. “In 1618,” observes Allar- 
dyce Nicoll, “James, by no means the 
most financially reckless of monarchs, 
devoted £4000, a sum to be valued now 
at £19.000, on a single production.” . . . 
Once again the expensive, the emptily 
spectacular, become substitutes for the 
good life in whieli all men have a 
share. Privilege-holders and profit- 
seekers now have a common purpose: 
to pre-empt for themselves the values 
that belong to the community and to 
enjoy privately what were once public 
functions and possessions. Music well 
symbolizes this new concentration of 
private power: the unanimity of Ro- 
manesque plain chant, the complex 
social inter-relationship of Gothic po- 
lyphony, give way to baroque solo 
singing: an age of prima donnas in 
politics, business, overseas exploration. 
And the less natural cohesion between 
social groups prevails, the greater be- 
comes the need for a uniformity im- 
posed by force from without. 

Meanwhile, insolent self-confident 
men were exploring the four quarters 
of the globe; and though that fact was 
rarely embodied in formal paintings, 
Rubens symbolized it in the figures 
shown at the bottom. 




VI. EROTIC 
TRANSFORMA- 
TION 


Woman became the symbol of the 
’whole erotic ritual. From the 16th to 
the end of the 19th century her figure 
dominated the imagination of the 
painter. In Cranach’s many nudes she 
still lias a virginal austerity: his Caritas 
here shows her giving suck to a child 
and surrounded by children. Titian, 
painter of courtesans, reveals her more 
voluptuously; hut if her breasts are 
still immature her pelvis and belly 
show her ripe for motherhood: in Spite 
of improvements in contraception, \slie 
is still close to the crisis of pregnancy 
and the miracle of birth. By the l&lh 
century woman has lost some of her 
vitality and has peihaps, as in Frago- 
nard’s charming dhrobement, become 
too copiously self-indulgent: sex now 
threatens to become a diversion rather 
than a central fact in human relations. 
But the romantic generation which re- 
stores the edge to the erotic act shrinks 
from overt symbolism: not until Renoir 
and Rodin dot's the mingling of ten- 
derness ami sexual vitality become 
fully embodied. Meanwhile, Manet's 
Olympia shows the bovlike courtesan, 
new stvle, whose contrast with the lieh 
vitality of women by Titian or Rubens 
is blatant. She remains a symbol of 
defemini/ed 3ove-pIa> : prelude to a de- 
cadence that Proust, Mann, and others 
will interpret. In our day the New 
Woman, the “career woman,” is once 
more giving way to a more enduring 
ideal, founded on the desire for family 
life, for motherhood, for the deeper 
erotic fulfillment that moie permanent 
ties — and tensions — make possible: a 
life-course that may include a working 
career, but keeps a balance between 
biological and social and personal ful- 
fillment. Woman's freedom now lias tbe 
positive task of recapturing tbe central 
themes of life: the elaboration of erotic 
art and ritual, the selective improve- 
ment of mating, the application of 
maturer psychological insight to child 
care and family relations; in short, the 
widening and deepening of the province 
of love. 
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The life for woman that Heloise had dared to dream in the twelfth century- 
had now become an actual possibility: having found herself once more 
in sex, woman achieved a mature self in spheres outside sex, and her 
influence counted for more in political and intellectual spheres. If woman 
by the seventeenth century had eroticized the intellectual life of Western 
Europe, she had also had the opposite effect: she had intellectualized 
and partly sublimated her own erotic existence. “Who knoweth not,” ex- 
claims the Lord Cesar in The Courtier, “that women rid our hearts of 
all vile and dastardly imaginations, vexations, miseries, and the trouble- 
some heaviness that so often accompanieth them? And in case we will 
consider the truth, we know moreover, as touching the understanding 
of great matters, that they do not stay our wits, but rather quicken them.” 

At the very moment, then, when sexual relations were treated as some- 
thing more than a brief interlude in practical activity, the woman of the 
upper classes began to achieve a life, a dignity, an office, that was partly 
independent of her service to man. And she had this, without renouncing 
her sexual career, as she had been forced to do in the medieval nunnery. 
Montaigne wrote his admirable essay on education for a woman; and 
the treatise on astronomy that Fontenelle wrote for the edification of 
another woman was something of a landmark in the altered relations 
of the sexes. Perhaps it is to this growing regard for woman as a person 
that we must attribute some of the improvement in the physical care of 
children that went on in middle-class households. 

For meanwhile the care of children indeed underwent a transformation. 
The chief symptom of this change was the invention of apparatus designed 
to soothe or train the little child. The rocking cradle was one of the first 
of these devices: perhaps not altogether accidentally associated with an 
age that had taken so hardily to the sea and that had experienced the 
lulling motion of a vessel in an even sea. But in the well-to-do burgher’s 
household another piece of apparatus appeared in the sixteenth century: 
the toddler, a device on wheels to enable the child who could not walk 
to master the art without falling and so move freely around the room. 
The multiplication of toys, for amusement and edification, went on at the 
same time: children benefited from the essentially childlike amusements, 
the costumes and masquerades and shows, the music boxes and the puppet 
shows of their elders: they inherited these devices in time as they inherited 
their elders’ books: La Fontaine’s fables and Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. 

5: The Culture of the Country House 

Though the power motive achieved its main embodiment in the absolute 
courts, it was in the new Country Houses, the private courts of feudalism 

H 
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The life for woman that Heloise had dared to dream in the twelfth century- 
had now become an actual possibility: having found herself once more 
in sex, woman achieved a mature self in spheres outside sex, and her 
influence counted for more in political and intellectual spheres. If woman 
by the seventeenth century had eroticized the intellectual life of Western 
Europe, she had also had the opposite effect: she had intellectualized 
and partly sublimated her own erotic existence. “Who knoweth not,” ex- 
claims the Lord Cesar in The Courtier, “that women rid our hearts of 
all vile and dastardly imaginations, vexations, miseries, and the trouble- 
some heaviness that so often accompanieth them? And in case we will 
consider the truth, we know moreover, as touching the understanding 
of great matters, that they do not stay our wits, but rather quicken them.” 

At the very moment, then, when sexual relations were treated as some- 
thing more than a brief interlude in practical activity, the woman of the 
upper classes began to achieve a life, a dignity, an office, that was partly 
independent of her service to man. And she had this, without renouncing 
her sexual career, as she had been forced to do in the medieval nunnery. 
Montaigne wrote his admirable essay on education for a woman; and 
the treatise on astronomy that Fontenelle wrote for the edification of 
another woman was something of a landmark in the altered relations 
of the sexes. Perhaps it is to this growing regard for woman as a person 
that we must attribute some of the improvement in the physical care of 
children that went on in middle-class households. 

For meanwhile the care of children indeed underwent a transformation. 
The chief symptom of this change was the invention of apparatus designed 
to soothe or train the little child. The rocking cradle was one of the first 
of these devices: perhaps not altogether accidentally associated with an 
age that had taken so hardily to the sea and that had experienced the 
lulling motion of a vessel in an even sea. But in the well-to-do burgher’s 
household another piece of apparatus appeared in the sixteenth century: 
the toddler, a device on wheels to enable the child who could not walk 
to master the art without falling and so move freely around the room. 
The multiplication of toys, for amusement and edification, went on at the 
same time: children benefited from the essentially childlike amusements, 
the costumes and masquerades and shows, the music boxes and the puppet 
shows of their elders: they inherited these devices in time as they inherited 
their elders’ books: La Fontaine’s fables and Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. 

5: The Culture of the Country House 

Though the power motive achieved its main embodiment in the absolute 
courts, it was in the new Country Houses, the private courts of feudalism 
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and mercantilism, that this new mode of life achieved its most successful 
setting. The Country House spread over Europe, from the gardens of the 
Medici to the polders of the Low Countries, from the palaces on the 
Loire to the great houses in the Cotswolds, and finally from Europe to 
America, in the stately tide-water mansions of Virginia. 

Here was the ideal environment for the Gentleman and the Lady: here 
leisure was ennobled with art and art itself was extended into a land- 
scape equally ideal, equally responsive to the human spirit. Here, too, 
leisure created a school of manners and a routine of life which compared 
in beauty, if not in intellectual productivity, with the best Greece had 
created. Even today a good part of our culture consists in an attempt jto 
subsist on the pickings and leavings of the Country House. On the side 
of consumption, at least, our department stores are but enlarged ward- 
robe rooms, our games and shows hut professional specializations, of the 
masques, revels, dances, routs that once were “made to order” in the 
Country House. What is Suburbia but an attempt to universalize the set- 
ting of the Country House: to do with limited means and economical 
gestures what the rich families of Europe once did with almost unlimited 
means? Our whole routine of expenditure, indeed, still rests on the sys- 
tematic vulgarization of Country House ideals. The mechanical democrati- 
zation of luxury became one of the earliest — as it remains one of the 
most persistent — motives for mass production: from brummagem jewelry 
to silk stockings. 

The idolum of the Country House coalesced in the sixteenth century. 
One can best picture the animus behind it by examining its literary proto- 
type: the setting that Rabelais imagines for the Abbey of Thelema, the 
new type of institution Gargantua proposes to build. This abbey was in 
every respect what the ideal medieval abbey was not. And first: the 
symbol of protection was razed: the new Country House, unlike the castle, 
is to lie in the midst of open country, and unlike the monastery, it is to 
have no walls. For the baroque man the horizon line is the only bounding 
wall: a wall that moves with his own movement, ever luring him on. 

In these new quarters all the habits of the monastery -are turned upside 
down. Whereas it was the custom, in some monasteries, to wash and clean 
the room in which a woman had by accident passed through, in this new 
abbey the process of disinfection was reserved for one who had entered 
the religious orders. In the Abbey of Thelema both men and women were 
admitted, and were at liberty to depart at any time. But the women must 
be fair, well-featured, and of sweet disposition; while the men must be 
comely and well-conditioned. Instead of practicing poverty, chastity, and 
obedience, the new requirements are that the inmates may be honorably 
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married, may be rich, and may live at liberty. So far from rising at the 
sound of the bell and going through the canonical hours, the inhabitants 
of Thelema lie in bed as long as they wish, rise when they think good, 
and eat, drink, and labor when they have a mind to. The only rule of 
this order is written over the entrance gate: Do what you please. 

This ideal of life takes form in the new monastery, which is really a 
city in miniature. It consists in a series of buildings, arranged hexagonally, 
and bounded on the north by the river Loire. Every member is furnished 
with a generous apartment, consisting of a principal room, a withdraw- 
ing room, a handsome closet (private chamber), a wardrobe (dressing 
room), and an oratory; and the house itself is to contain not merely 
libraries in every language, but fair and spacious galleries of paintings. 
Besides these lodgings there is a tilt-yard, a riding court, a theater or 
public playhouse, and a natatory or a place to swim. By the river there 
is to be a Garden of Pleasure, and between two of the six towers there 
are courts for tennis and other games. Add to this orchards full of fruit 
trees, parks abounding in venison, and archery ranges; fill all the halls 
and chambers with rich tapestries, cover all the pavements and floors with 
green carpets, endow the Abbey with a vast annual rent, keep a corps 
of goldsmiths, lapidaries, jewelers, embroiderers, tailors, busy manufac- 
turing costumes and accessories — and the physical setting of the Abbey 
of Thelema is complete. 

This is not simply a Rabelaisian dream. On the contrary: Rabelais’s 
picture is so close to the reality of the Country House, as it developed 
between the sixteenth and the twentieth century, that to fit any particular 
house one would have only to alter details. You will not find the gold- 
smiths and the tailors in the neighboring village; but you will find them 
in Bond Street and the Rue de la Paix and the Ringstrasse. All the inmates 
will not live permanently in the Country House; but on weekends the 
wings will be filled with guests and the hospitality will equal the dream 
in its abundance and its variety. Special ships will not go to the Cannibal 
Islands to come back laden with gold, raw silk, pearls, and precious 
stones: but whole empires will spread out from Spain, France, England, 
the Low Countries, that will seize hold of trading posts in India, China, 
and America and subject immense continents to a constant drain of goods 
for the building of country houses and for the decoration and delectation 
of their inhabitants. Fleets will ply back and forth in that service: arms 
will clash, blood will flow, to secure that luxury. 

The loot from distant lands will fill the curio cabinet and the trophy 
room: the memory of exotic adventures will form the substance of the 
stories told at the dinner table or recounted in memoirs: prowess in con- 
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quest will give to the younger sons of the family their share in domestic 
glory. Hunting, fighting and traveling are the missions of the men-folk 
in the morning of their lives: to return to the Country-House, laden with 
honors, quickened by adventure, to found families by mating with other 
Country House families, is the mission of their maturity: to this end 
their ladies patiently await them. Ancestral portraits will remind them 
of sires and dams, and foreshadow their own progenitive duties. Respect 
for blood turns attention to new strains of horses, oxen, sheep, chickens, 
pigeons; and the culture of new strains, the continuance of pure strains, 
contributes to a flourishing interest in biology. (In a little country house 
near Down, Charles Darwin finally gave this existence its intellectual 
consummation: The Origin of Species, The Descent of Man.) \ 

The inhabitants of the Country House, with their seasonal migrations 
between town and country, with their intense self-sufficiency at home and 
their zest for exploration abroad, understand and master the world they 
live in better than any other class: for they touch it at every level — that 
of the stud-farm and the field as well as the court and the counting house. 
In short, they have both biological vigor and intellectual command: both 
moral discipline and skill in action. In the special environment they create 
for themselves and their retainers, the gentleman and the lady, the artist 
and the scientist, the citizen and the courtier, are all finally united. For 
those at the top, the Country House was perhaps the most admirable 
environment the race has yet produced ; and the best all-round routine of 
living. 

Is it any wonder that in an attenuated and vulgarized form, counter- 
feited, caricatured, defiled, the ideals of Country House existence are 
still the only positive ideals of life that compete either with the Christian 
Heaven, or the pragmatic Heaven of the industrial age, wherein machines 
beget better machines in order that machines, not men, may flourish? 
This appreciation is a necessary prelude to rational criticism. 

The Country House ideal had severe limitations; and to begin with, 
the Country House was not concerned with the happiness of the whole 
community but with the felicity of its governors. The conditions which 
underlie this limited, partial good life are political power and economic 
wealth; and in order for that life to develop well, both of these must 
obtain in almost limitless quantities. Honest labor cannot achieve such 
wealth or command such leisure: it is possible only through privileged 
exploitation of the resources and labor of an entire country, for the bene- 
fit of a minority. The ease, the grace, the dignity, the spacious days of 
this society are therefore purchased at the price of the toil, the constric- 
tion, the ceaseless economic anxiety of the mass of the population: not 
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only at home but in the exploited territories abroad. Under all its patent 
refinements goes a ruthless monopoly of land and political power. Force 
and fraud, either remote or recent, are the twin foundations of Country 
House existence. The motto, “Do what you please,” means in fact: “Help 
yourself, the world is yours.” 

Possession and passive enjoyment were the keys to this existence. In 
order to keep laborers and artisans at work, at depressed wages that 
would enable luxury to be enjoyed on the widest scale by the rich, it was 
necessary to prevent the common man from having access to the land on 
his own account: the usufruct must go to the landowner, not the worker. 
Guild standards of living must be broken down and privileged commercial 
monopolies set up in opposition to the guilds themselves. This emphasis 
upon the rewards of passive ownership, upon the building up of an irre- 
sponsible class of absentee owners or rentiers, points to a more general 
fact: that there was little practical intercourse between the Country House 
governors and their environment. Even improvements in local agriculture, 
like the abolition of the three field system and the creation of large walled 
or fenced fields, increased the efficiency of centralized management at a 
sacrifice of precious common rights which even the poorest serf once 
possessed. Such activities as remained in the Country House after the 
sixteenth century — the pursuit of game for example — were damaging to 
agriculture and could not have been maintained had the latter been wholly 
dedicated to alimentation. 

Jn general, the pattern of Country House existence called for imitating 
in play that which once had had a serious social function: hunting game 
for the sake of shooting rather than eating, riding horseback for the sake 
of exercise rather than locomotion. This led in time to the conception 
that an ideal existence is primarily a functionless and irresponsible one: 
the idle filling of an empty day. Marcel Proust notes in his final inquisi- 
tion on a decadent aristocracy how the empty custom of paying formal 
visits, leaving cards, was the last ephemeral imitation of more serious 
social duties. Real life in the Country House was performed by function- 
aries: the people for whom the work was done drifted into the class of 
supernumeraries and spectators: at best, they gave commands. Only in 
play, only by way of amusement, did the gentleman and the lady have 
the opportunity for a more active existence, closer to the core of real life. 
To invent risks, to simulate dangers, to transform play itself into an exact- 
ing species of work, became the chief occupation of the upper landed 
gentry: hence mountain climbing, tiger hunts, horse races, and fatiguing 
ceremonial, all of which sought in some degree to recover the taste of 
reality. 
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This Country House life did not remain completely \acuous: here liter- 
ature and the fine arts both undoubtedly flourished; and even the arts of 
gardening and landscape design were often energetically pursued. But 
on the whole, the arts flourished as objects of appreciation rather than as 
active, creative elements in a community’s life: they served to inflate 
the ego of a class and to give it unmistakable symbols of its supremacy. 
A gourmandizing habit of mind, the habit of craving sensations and diver- 
sions, came to prevail: so that instead of the artist’s becoming the center 
of the creative act, the connoisseur took that place for himself. To meet 
his tastes, to flatter his prejudices, to respond to his interests, became the 
secret of esthetic success. i 

Now the patron has a new claim to infallibility: the claim of money. 
Does he not pay for the work of art? By a slow process of replacement 
money values take the place of real values: rarity and distance become 
the fashionable criteria of art. Age, fragility, exoticism, novelty become 
standards of achievement. Imported wares come successively into fashion: 
Persian carpets, Chinese porcelain, Indian silks and cottons, Turkish 
turbans; and with them enter exotic habits in eating, drinking, and cere- 
monial: ices from the Orient, coffee from Arabia, tea from China, tobacco 
from North America, wines from special districts, bottled in special years. 
All these habits were first given the stamp of respectability at the Court 
and the Country House before they began to spread, in the seventeenth 
century, to inns, coffee houses, bourgeois households. 

The ladies and gentlemen of the Country House did not see that enjoy- 
ment rests on active achievement and is indeed inseparable from achieve- 
ment. Do what you like is a good motto only if one accepts the obligation 
to do as one must. In every just conception of free will there necessarily 
enters an element of necessity, for otherwise to be free is to be the slave 
of caprice. Politics and war afforded this element of necessity in the hey- 
day of Country House culture; but as the ideal itself spread, only the 
irresponsible and the relaxing elements tended to remain. Here we have 
the social conditions for the largely acquisitive spiritual culture of the 
nineteenth century. In the travels of a patient connoisseur like Aeneas 
Sylvius Piccolomini or John Evelyn, we have the early pattern of the 
effortful tourism and sightseeing, the museum-collecting and museum- 
visiting habits, of a later age. 

In the long run, Country House existence was an aimless existence: 
one could increase its possessions and widen its hospitalities; but one 
could not make it fit the needs of a society based on justice. The ultimate 
fate of such an institution is to become irrelevant and finally to disappear 
with the economic dissipation of the class that created it. The Abbey of 
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Thelema ends up its career as Heartbreak House and is chopped to the 
ground with the Vlherry Orchard. The Country House was the ideal ex- 
pression of an oligarchic economy: a world within a world, self-centered, 
self-contained, self-seeking. In the culture of that life, in the balance 
between social and biological development, something of permanent value 
was achieved: but it could not be translated into a general program for 
a democratic community without completely altering every term. 

What a mechanistic and acquisitive age would make of this culture 
was only an instrument of more universal debasement; it would spread 
its vices without inculcating its disciplines. The luxuries of the “success- 
ful” today are the last orts of that baroque masque and banquet. 

6: The Gentleman as Saint 

The warring impulses of baroque man found their ultimate resolution 
in religion: they were incarnated in a personality who could have taken 
form only in this epoch: a man who was a soldier, a courtier, and a saint. 
On the path from military service to Holy Orders, Ignatius Loyola con- 
ceived the possibility of creating within the Roman Church itself a power 
capable of ruling and governing the world. Within one formidable organ- 
ism he united the medieval idea of unity with the baroque idea of uni- 
formity. 

This dream of Ignatius Loyola was an ambitious one; but so far from 
being a fragile theatrical creation in staff and gilt, imitating marble and 
gold, it came close to solid fulfillment: even down to our own day it 
continues to play a part in the political calculations of the Vatican and 
partly accounts for the various shifts and stratagems Rome employed to 
make smooth the path of totalitarian conquest during the last generation. 
Perhaps only one thing kept Loyola’s disciples from ultimately wielding 
absolute power both within and without the Church: the fact that power 
became their goal. If they used the resources of baroque culture, its com- 
mand of machines and its love of theater, they also shared its critical 
weakness. 

The transformation of the Spanish caballero, Ignatius Loyola, into a 
soldier of Christ took place when he was recovering from a wound re- 
ceived on the battlefield of Pampeluna. On asking for a knightly romance, 
Amadis of Gaul, to while away his time, he was given a Bible. The read- 
ing of that book, by this unlettered and undereducated young soldier, had 
such a profound effect that he withdrew from the army and his family, 
to meditate in a cave in the mountains. There he began a process of re- 
orientation and self-education that led to the writing of his Spiritual 
Exercises. Still feeling inadequate to the task he set before himself, Loyola 
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went as a full-grown man to the University of Paris. At |Paris he gathered 
together a few fellow students by whose help he founded a new order, the 
Society of Jesus: an order almost as different from that of the Carthu- 
sians or the Dominicans as was Rabelais’s jocose institution. He sought 
to save the medieval Christian synthesis by giving it the tools and weapons 
of the modem mind: the discipline of the new scientist, the imagination 
of the new artist, the psychological penetration of the new dramatist. 

To understand the boldness and greatness of Loyola’s conception one 
must realize that he was a profound Christian, and in the act of establish- 
ing his faith, an austere one. Like his contemporary, Calvin, he had a 
sense of his own unworthiness and regarded this as the very beginning 
of Christian faith: “to behold myself as an ulcer and an abscess whence 
have issued so many sins and iniquities and such vile poison” is almost 
the starting point of his Spiritual Exercises. But to regenerate the person- 
ality, Christianity now required a more subtle method than it had used 
at a time when hardship and violence had lessened the seductiveness of 
worldly life: it was necessary to re-dramatize Christ’s mission by the very 
latest contrivances of art. 

Instead of attempting an artificial separation of the Christian soul from 
society, Loyola boldly employed the new mechanisms, the new symbols, 
the new forms of thought and feeling that were the special expressions 
of his own age. If the Jesuits did not indeed conceive baroque architecture, 
they made it their own, just as they turned to their own account the new 
mechanical discipline of the army. There was nothing archaic or back- 
ward-looking in his conception of the Christian mission: he took his faith 
at the point where he found it and went on from there. For Loyola, as 
for Shakespeare, all the world was a stage; and he saw that the drama 
could not be effectively produced unless the time and the setting were 
taken into account. By putting at the service of the Church the new gifts 
of dramatic visualization, as in painting, and the art of visual dramatiza- 
tion, as in the theater, Loyola took Christian theology out of the School- 
man’s shell. 

In the Spiritual Exercises Loyola showed himself a true man of his 
time, in his insight into the theater and in his virtuosity in playing upon 
the human soul: Shakespeare is possibly his only rival in both depart- 
ments. It is not for their contents but for their novel technique that these 
Exercises have remained a powerful instrument of renovation among 
Catholics. At every point in these Exercises, the first requirement is to 
recall the history: to place the drama in time. And the second procedure 
also belongs to the theater: to see the piece. The third step is to behold 
and consider what the actors are doing: to understand the drama itself. 
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Instead of emptying the mind of its normal imagery in an effort to achieve 
purity of purposed Loyola rather directs these images. Step by step, the 
practitioner of the Spiritual Exercises contemplates his relation to Adam, 
to Christ, to the Last Judgment. Hour by hour, day by day, his contempla- 
tion and his prayers are carefully fixed on Christ’s journey; and on the 
seventh day the person in retreat contemplates the whole passion at once. 

One may look upon the Exercises as a series of stage directions for 
a private drama, in which a sacred historic theme displaces a secular 
interest. Like a good director, Loyola did not attempt to overburden the 
actor with a part beyond his capacity: by experiment he learned to miti- 
gate some of the rigors he at first thought necessary, and to vary the dura- 
tion and intensity of the exercises so that they might do the most good 
to the persons following them. In the Constitution of the Order of Jesus 
itself Loyola made equally radical changes in method and attitude. He 
got permission from the Pope to dispense with the monastic costume and 
the monastic tonsure, no less than with the celebration of the canonical 
hours. A Jesuit brother might go everywhere, and in pursuit of his mis- 
sion might even adopt a disguise. The Jesuits had in this, too, the instincts 
of actors: a sense that the costume changes the ego. Like actors, they 
doubtless sometimes overplayed their parts. 

In this manner, the new order became a secret society; and the terror 
and hatred the Jesuits long excited among their opponents were probably 
founded on their gift for secrecy and the art of disguise: these servants 
of.the Papacy were everywhere and nowhere. Just as in the new Churches 
the Jesuits took over the luxurious fantasies of the palace and created 
churches as gay as ballrooms, as sensuously conceived as the setting for 
a carnival, a palpable heaven in plaster and gold, so in the use of disguises 
Jesuit theatricality sometimes over-reached itself. 

Yet the very frailties that in time disclosed themselves m Loyola’s 
order derived partly from the real solidity of his own social understand- 
ing. Probably better than any other spiritual leader of modern times, 
he understood the period he lived in, valued precisely those elements 
that were fresh and original, and grasped what was necessary in the devel- 
opment of the Church itself if it were to remain an active spiritual force 
in this society, instead of hanging on as a mummified survivor of an out- 
worn culture. Loyola saw that something more than a negative movement 
was necessary: no mere tightening up of discipline, no mere return to 
old practices, could make the Christian Church become once more a uni- 
versal institution. If the Church did not expand its mission the expansion 
of the world would inevitably contract the importance of Christianity. 

Loyola came to the conclusion, accordingly, that the Church must fully 
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utilize the existing organs of education, of discipline, /even of entertain- 
ment: it must turn pomp and worldliness themselves to its own uses. On 
these matters, Loyola was far more revolutionary thanpCalvin and Luther; 
for whereas they recoiled from the New World that had opened before 
them, Loyola both figuratively and actually sought to embrace it. The 
Jesuits did not confuse holiness with poverty, or even with pain and 
renunciation. The problem for the Society of Jesus, in the sixteenth cen- 
tury, was to recover the essence of Christianity even under forms that 
seemed to contradict it. In a letter to G. P. Caraifa, possibly as early as 
1536, Loyola defended the practice of letting those who had wealth and 
noble position retain these advantages after joining the society: “for lit 
is right to yield to the needs and circumstances of the moment, and n^t 
merely consider what is absolutely the most perfect thing.” \ 

Though their opportunism often led to the undoing of the Jesuits, it 
derived partly from Loyola’s remarkable psychological tact: a trait that' 
perhaps owes something to his Spanish culture, but even more to his 
native grace and understanding. In an age of great intuitive psychologists, 
when people were turning from an acceptance of the outer badge to a 
probing of the inner man, Loyola stood on the same high level as Cervantes 
and Shakespeare, his nearest rivals. Despite all outward differences in 
career and fame, an inner similarity binds these three exquisitely self- 
conscious gentlemen: they probed the baseness of human nature with the 
swift delicate touch of the surgeon, and if they prescribed no harsh purga- 
tions, if they sometimes preferred to leave the bullet in the wound rather 
than risk its extraction, it was because they understood better than anyone 
else what a difficult business it is to interfere with the personality’s balance 
even for the sake of improving it. 

Loyola’s good sense was impregnable. In the matter of diet, for exam- 
ple, he advised not severe abstinence but vigilant moderation in eating 
and drinking, so that neither the body nor the spirit would be under- 
mined; and in order to make moderation more effective, he advised the 
practice of imagining how Christ looked and talked when he ate with his 
disciples. He was so aware of the nice inter-relationship of mind and body 
that when Lent came he used to summon a doctor and have him examine 
every member of the community before he gave permission for fasting. 
So with vigils, so with all the other instruments of holiness: like any 
other tool they needed to be carefully inspected and their indiscriminate 
use restrained. To serve God was the end ; but the means to this end were 
more various for Loyola than the Church had been wont to allow. The 
main thing was constantly to order and re-order one’s life, to achieve a 
mobile equilibrium of virtue, to ward off emptiness, doubt, and defeat — 
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the mood of delolation. His dictum — never to make an important deci- 
sion in a period tof desolation — has indeed been rediscovered by modern 
psychoanalysts. j 

Is it too much to claim for this superb psychologist that he reunited 
the disciplines of medicine and theology, and that his methods of treat- 
ment were closer to the needs of the total personality than those which 
are even now current? Theology itself Loyola exhibited with medical 
vigilance: he warned that Christians must be very careful in their man- 
ner of speaking and treating of predestination, faith, and grace. Hence 
Loyola’s general avoidance of doctrinal change; his whole emphasis was 
upon method, upon the technique of Christian living. His imitation of 
Christ was not a saint’s soliloquy, as with Thomas a Kempis, but a dra- 
matic and gymnastic exercise. 

The chief doctrinal emphasis of the Jesuits, indeed, was on free will; 
and this position was something of a paradox; for it was combined with 
an insistence upon an obedience perhaps more absolute than that under- 
gone by any other monastic order. The Jesuits formed a military hier- 
archy. Under the supreme commander of the order were the various 
provincial generals ; and a readiness to follow the orders of his superior, 
as unconditional as that of a soldier on the battlefield, was exacted of 
each member. This paradox runs all through the order. No Jesuit may 
exercise the right of private judgment, even on the smallest matters that 
fall within the province of his superior. Yet, in relation to the growing 
power of the absolute state, Jesuit writers like Bellarmine were on the 
side of republican government. 

As early as 1562 Lainez, the second General of the Jesuits, held the 
view that the laws of the Church were from God; but that society had 
the right to choose the government itself. Divine right, accordingly, was 
not a possession of individuals but of society as a whole: monarchies, 
so far from existing by divine right, were no more sacrosanct than any 
other man-invented institution, and the people therefore have the right 
to change the forms of their government. 

Unfortunately, as de Sanctis points out, the Jesuits sought to have the 
argument both ways. If power in the secular state rested with the citizens, 
why did not power in the Church rest with the whole body of Christians, 
or with the Council of the Church, rather than with the Pope? Why could 
not the faithful, indeed, depose the Pope or punish him like any other 
servant when he commits crimes and misuses his power? The early doc- 
trines and practices of the Church had certainly not been on the side of 
ecclesiastical absolutism: that was a typical corruption that sprang from 
the orientalized Roman Empire. 
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At this point, the inconsistency of Jesuit doctrine/ came out. They 
refused to acknowledge either the logic or the historic authority of the 
democratic position for a simple reason: they sought jto establish them- 
selves as the political bodyguard of the Papacy; and as the power behind 
the Papal throne, they might hope to exercise an even greater absolutism 
— both prompting the Pope’s commands and executing his orders. The 
justification for Papal absolutism could only be a pragmatic one: it pro- 
vides continuity. But to match the Jesuits’ psychological and sociological 
adaptations of ancient dogma to current circumstance, they should have 
carried through a political transformation, too: so that continuity should 
no longer impede the process of self-reform. Halting here, their transl 
formation remained abortive, and their acts of liberation only forged\ 
heavier fetters. ' 

Into an age of extreme contrasts, violent fanaticisms, exorbitant claims, 
Loyola himself nevertheless brought a moderating influence. He put before 
sinful men and women an ideal of life that was within their possible 
limits of achievement: not so high as to promote a despair that easily 
led to cynicism and then to outright denial. Intuitively, Loyola recognized 
the place of quantitative measure in the moral life. Goodness and badness 
were not just a matter of kind but a matter of degree. Moral judgment 
was a matter of gauging, at every moment of life, the size and intensity 
of the sin itself in relation to the occasion and the general end in view. 

With this conception before him, the Jesuit confessor became no mere 
inquisitor: he became a subtile assessor of sins whose nature afforded a 
genuine play to intellectual discernment and psychological tact. Under 
these circumstances casuistry flourished. Instead of seven deadly sins 
there were now seven hundred, depending upon the time, the place, the 
circumstance, the intention. Moreover, to understand the true inwardness 
of sin no less than its coarse outward manifestations, the confessor might 
well follow Francis Bacon’s observations: “It is not possible to join ser- 
pentine wisdom with columbine innocency, except men know exactly all 
the conditions of the serpent. . . . Nay, an honest man can do no good 
upon those that are wicked to reclaim them, without Ihe help of the 
knowledge of evil.” To their honor as physicians of the soul — but also 
of course to their peril — the Jesuits sought to make use of that knowledge: 
they even guarded mechanically against the intimacies of the confessional 
by inventing the Confessional Box. Only the Talmud rivals the Jesuit 
books of casuistry in knowledge of the circumstances of sin: in particular, 
the active temptations and deviltries of baroque society. And not until 
psychoanalysis renewed the endeavor, were the complexities of personal 
conduct so patiently, so thoroughly, so sympathetically explored. 
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To those who flight to live a pious life, Loyola advised the same kind 
of moderation anil forbearance that served in elevating the sinner. Here 
Ignatius’ self-anafysis must have given him a key to the dangers of fanati- 
cal devotion. Loyola’s letters to Sister Theresa Rejadilla were exemplary 
in pointing out the temptations and dangers of unrestrained virtue. “In 
two things,” he wrote on June 18, 1536, “the enemy makes you err. . . . 
The first is that he sets before you, and persuades you, into a false 
humility. The second is that he suggests extreme fear of God, on which 
you dwell too much, and to which you pay too much attention. . . . 
We must then be very careful; and if the enemy lifts us up, we must lower 
ourselves, counting our sins and miseries; and if he lowers and depresses 
us, we must lift ourselves up in true faith and hope in the Lord.” 

One may sum up Loyola’s creed by saying that he took both man and 
society as he found them. Upon neither did he impose a wholly ideal 
standard, or a principle of living derived exclusively from another epoch 
and another moment of culture. If men were to adapt themselves to Chris- 
tianity, the Christian Church, as its vehicle, must adapt itself to men, to 
the time, the place, the action demanded by contemporary culture: that 
was the Jesuit method and doctrine. The Jesuits sought in a more than 
Pauline fashion to be all things to all men. In order to win others over 
to the Lord, Loyola counseled Fathers Broet and Salmeron to “follow 
the same course that the enemy follows with regard to the good soul.” 

Pursuing this method. Father Ricci in China, at the court of the 
elnperor in Peking, used his knowledge of science to excite the curiosity 
of the ruler: the Jesuits even made clockwork automatons for the em- 
peror’s amusement, so that Christian teaching might more easily gain his 
favor. With consummate good sense, again, the Jesuits adapted the Gospel 
itself to the Chinese: instead of damning the great sages and religious 
leaders of the Chinese past, they sought rather to show where the universal 
truths of Christianity had been incorporated in the Analects of Confucius. 
In the eighteenth century Father Noel even translated Les Livres Class- 
iques de la Chine: the thought of China thus made its way into Europe, 
along with wallpaper, porcelain, and tea. By introducing maps, astronomi- 
cal calculations, clocks, mirrors, reading glasses, oil paintings, as well 
as the Bible and Christian doctrine, the Jesuits succeeded in identifying 
their religious and metaphysical beliefs with practical ingenuities the 
Chinese valued more highly: an astute use of the conditioned response. 

This method of spreading the faith incensed the rival orders: it seemed 
to them an indefensible laxity, a defiance of every otherworldly claim. 
But was it not a generous catholicizing of Christianity? Had it been car- 
ried further, it might have paved the way for a genuine syncretism, com- 
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We have seen this corruption overtake a group in lur own day that 
bears many resemblances to the Jesuit order: the flommunist Party. 
Here, too, discipline was absolute: here, too, the nol|le purpose of the 
founders, to remove human exploitation, served in time as a cloak for 
unscrupulous deeds, selfish personal ambitions, shameless ideological 
transformations, and brazen political perversions. Here, again, experts 
in the technique of revolution used the wicked devices of the enemy and 
became the victims of their own adopted wickedness: here, finally, the 
fear of opposition, the fear of submitting to criticism and of dividing 
with others their dearly bought position and power, led to a ruthlessnessj 
that deformed the personalities of those who wielded it, even more than 
it did those who were forced to submit to it. With this came the betrayal 
of the fundamental idea that communism had formulated and partly in- 
corporated in Russia’s economic order. 

Ends and means limit and modify each other. If unrealizable ends are 
empty and futile, unqualified means, whose very nature cuts them off 
from their legitimate human goals, are no less empty. Neither the Jesuits 
nor the Communists were sufficiently on guard against the perversities 
of self-exploitation by both individual and group, rationalized as the 
greater glory of God. Obedient corpses, galvanically summoned to ac- 
tion by their superiors, are not effective or desirable substitutes for liv- 
ing men. Nor is rigor mortis an equivalent for unity of spirit. 

Loyola’s doctrines might have enabled a company of saints to govern, 
or at least mightily to influence, the new world. In order to have fulfilled 
this mission, however, each member would have had to be as indifferent 
to power as the ideal guardians of Plato’s Republic — and Christian the- 
ology was at hand to remind them that this condition could not be ful- 
filled. Fortunately, the world was spared from the too-limited providence 
of the Jesuits by their own faults of character: thanks to their corruption, 
virtue again was saved. 

No limited order, no class of privileged men, consecrated to absolute 
obedience, aiming at absolute power, could perform Loyola’s mission: 
there lay his mistake. The readiness to meet evil with understanding, the 
readiness to widen the scope of the experimental method in dealing with 
human conduct were admirable; but they can work to human advantage 
only when every person in the community is a candidate, an adept, a 
practitioner, a critic, and a stem judge. The Society of Jesus, unfortu- 
nately, was conceived under the sign of the Despot. What was valid in 
its intentions could be executed only under the sanative forms of democ- 
racy: the co-operative thought of science and the co-operative government 
of a community of equals, aiming at the best life possible. 
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THE NEW HEMISPHERES 


1: Belief in a New World 

The dissolution of medieval culture, so far from weakening the grip on 
life, had actually strengthened it: precisely those elements that had been 
violently repressed or shamefacedly hidden became the nucleus for a new 
life: the impulses to dominate the earth, to expand the senses, to nourish 
and exercise all the organs of the body. Even destructive processes have 
a positive value when they are the prelude to a new period of constructive 
activity: at that moment, the wrecking crew becomes an essential arm of 
building. It was not the re-birth of Rome or Greece that counted, but the 
fresh awakening to the animate world. Now that world was seen as if for 
the first time, as Miranda beheld Ferdinand in that play whose far-fetched 
symbols recapture more of Shakespeare’s society than realistic observa- 
tion could hold. 

, 0 wonder! 

How many goodly creatures are there here! 

How beauteous mankind is! 0 brave new world, 

That has such people in’t! 

From the fifteenth century on, the dominant spirit in Western Europe 
was that of expansion. People were no longer content to remain within 
their walls: walls of class, walls of occupation, walls of fixed duties and 
obligations, walls of cities and territories. They had a sense that a new 
world lay outside their self-imposed boundaries: space summoned them 
to movement and movement devoured space. The spirit of adventure, long 
before loosed by the Crusades, was now re-instated, and gathered fur- 
ther headway with each new report that came back from Africa or India. 

The New World of which people began to speak from the early six- 
teenth century on was both a practical discovery and an ideological con- 
struction: both a place and an idolum. The concentration upon exploring 
and settling this world undoubtedly hastened the disintegration of me- 
dieval culture; but at the same time it quickened the processes of recovery, 
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for it gave Western man a new task to fulfill and a new /irama to enact. 
People turned from their inner life, which was disorder®! and confused, 
an inner life in which old traditions and faiths were qaily being chal- 
lenged by new discoveries in astronomy and physics: they centered their 
attention upon the outer world and turned impulses that might have been 
suicidal into acts of aggression and mastery, perpetrated against nature 
and nature’s children. In other cultures men had practiced withdrawal: 
in this new world economy migration became the new form of retreat. 
Now the wilderness served as cloister, and for the extravert hermits of the 
age, the ocean itself was an Egyptian desert: nowhere was this impulse 
better symbolized than in Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick: a classic which 
deliberately drew upon three centuries of recorded experiences. 

>/ In many respects, this new drama of expansion and conquest was super- 
ficial; its plot was over-simplified and its action gory: but the scenery it 
employed was distractingly magnificent. Indeed, the very defects of this 
drama helped release the energies of men, for it gave them a solid confi- 
dence in being themselves able to exercise a godlike providence over the 
vast domains of nature and its countless creatures: in a few centuries man 
altered biotic relations on every part of the planet, upset the balance of 
nature, and transformed the biological possibilities of existence, not 
merely for himself but for countless species of animals and plants. Out 
of man’s mythic sense of his own self-importance, fostered by his very 
acts of exploration and conquest. Western man forced himself to feats 
of courage and derring-do which would have been inconceivable in people 
who had a more judicious sense of their own limitations or a more critical 
understanding of their own unworthiness. ^ 

The earliest modern explorations of the planet by sea extended the 
European world to Iceland and reached over to touch the shores of the 
New World: ventures comparable only to the epic canoe voyages of the 
Polynesians. In the fourteenth century the Portuguese pushed out to the 
Canary Islands and traced the outline of the African coast, till they finally 
joined up on the east coast with Arab sailors who had pushed down from 
India. By degrees. Western man lost his respect for boundaries: the un- 
known, the untried, the unbounded began to tempt his imagination and 
release his inhibitions. The compass, the three-masted sailing ship, the 
astrolabe gave him confidence to set his course and get his bearings and 
find his way back to port. 

So Western man unfurled his sails to the wind and set forth to conquer, 
league by league, the unexplored seas and lands of the world. Skill in 
navigation, ability to chart a course through strange seas, under strange 
stars, with a few planks separating him from a watery grave meant com- 
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mand over space AA11 this promoted confidence: the fear of the unknown 
was thus transposed into the lure of the unknown: the negative sign be- 
came positive. TM sea, that symbol of the unknowable and the infinite, 
became an open book: its boundlessness was encompassed and its might- 
iest monster, the whale, became for the first time the desired prey of the 
sailor-hunter. Canst thou hook Leviathan? The answer was Yes. 

Each success made European man more daring, and each act of daring 
increased his success. The explorer brought back captives and slaves; he 
brought back silver, gold, ivory, incense: best of all, he brought back him- 
self, and with him a belief in his own ability “to strive, to seek, to find, 
and not to yield” in the face of the most savage obstacles thrown up by 
nature/Stay-at-homes participated imaginatively in these adventures and 
were spiritually enriched by them. 

The first break in the self-contained medieval world had come chiefly 
from the infiltration of Moslem thought through Spain into the universi- 
ties, and of Arab technics into the arts of steel-tempering, distillation, and 
the like: algebra and alchemy were its decisive contributions here. But 
in the fifteenth century the belief in a new world became a possibility of 
action as well as thought: penned up in a Europe they could not wholly 
master either through war or religion, people dared to dream of altering 
this drama by a quick change of scene. 

Within a century, current concepts of time and space underwent pro- 
found modifications. The systematic exploration of space, astronomical 
s]face and terrestrial space, presently microcosmic space, became the goal 
of both practical and scientific effort: the natural philosopher and the 
sailor, the free-thinking scientist and the free-booting soldier were en- 
gaged on the same job. To explore space, to conquer space, to put the 
vagueness of undefined space within a definite frame, the frame of latitude 1 
and longitude, became a necessity for thought no less than practice. And 
the expansion of living space by means of trading posts and colonies 
alteied both the biological and political conditions of life. The discovery 
of America, showing the greatness of the world, increased Western man s 
sense of his own greatness. Like Jack Horner, he stuck in his thumb and 
he pulled out a plum, and said what a good boy am I! By extending his 
domain he erroneously thought he had increased his own stature. This, 
unfortunately, was far from true. 

I The New World of the fifteenth century included both India and the 
lands of the Western Hemisphere: Vasco da Gama reached the first a year 
later than Columbus landed in the Bahamas. But whereas China and India 
were cultures, far more ancient, far more deeply saturated with tradition 
than Europe itself, the lands toward which Columbus set sail were under- 
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peopled, and the European desire to dominate and coi/pier and explore 
and ransack had here an almost unobstructed field. A handful of men, 
at once brutal and fanatic, detestable and sublime tooU possession of the 
Western hemisphere: by guile and gunpowder and treasons and strata- 
gems, by inflamed cupidity and desperate courage, the Spanish and Portu- 
guese conquistadors first claimed these lands for their monarchs and for 
the Roman Church. 

Most of the detailed acts of this conquest degraded the conquerors and 
cast a blight over the population they reduced to servile misery; and yet, 
the act itself was one by which mankind, for the first time, established! 
contact as a common unit, the humanitas dreamed of by the Stoic philoso-\ 
phers. Before this, what had been called the human race was only a i 
European figure of speech: people had left most of the race out of their 
calculations. No longer was the world a disorderly patchwork of land- 
scapes and cities, ending abruptly a few miles out of sight of land: it had 
the geometrical unity of the spheroid it was now discovered actually to 
be: the globe itself was the very symbol of unity and completeness and 
continuous movement. 

The finding of the New World laid every part of the earth open to dis- 
covery: it even threw the familiar regions into a new set of relationships: 
Italy, which faced eastward in its voyagings, lost out to Spain and Eng- 
land, which faced westward. Exploration and expansion increased, al- 
most automatically, the area of human potentialities: not only potential 
wealth, potential power, potential food, but potential knowledge and 'po- 
tential political freedom.dn short, the era of discovery had a moral and 
personal outcome: it helped bring into existence a new ideal of the human 
personality, one whose wishes, no longer locked up in dreams and return- 
ing circuitously in subjective emanations, now worked upon the outer 
world as pure will. The outer man conquered: the inner man abdicated. 
And the fear of the inner life, the fear of metaphysical depth, the fear of 
man’s very self, went along with his conquest of fear in every other depart- 
ment of life. 

The wider meaning of the New World was at once clear: it did not wait 
for the twentieth century to be interpreted. Poliziano, the great humanist, 
from the court at Florence addressed an epistle to the King of Portugal 
complimenting him upon opening up new lands, new seas, new worlds, 
even new constellations: those were his words. He politely suggested that 
this story should be written up by himself while it was still fresh: no mod- 
em journalist could have had a prompter eye for the great news of the 
day. The narratives of adventurous open voyages were speedily set down 
and eagerly devoured by intelligent men all over Europe: Ha^Luyt and 
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Purchas were bu$ the forerunners of many other writers and editors. The 
basis for these narratives was the ship’s log, which combined the method- 
ical record of th^ merchant with the adventurous tale of the traveler — 
dry entries sometimes embellished with lovingly executed illustrations. 

“We are living in a New World today, and things are being done dif- 
ferently,” wrote Luther. That spirit was everywhere: things were being 
done differently. For the first time it became possible to think of making 
a fresh start, scrapping all the existing dogmas, prescriptions, and cus- 
toms: attempting on the basis of untrammeled observation and rational 
experiment to lay down the foundations for a better social order. Every 
question became an open question, no longer to be peremptorily settled 
by tradition and revelation; and the new world was an open world: one 
might revise its outlines every year as the mapmaker revised his charts 
and maps, on the basis of more systematic soundings. 

In short, the discovery of the geographic New World resulted in a simi- 
lar upheaval in the mind; and one of the first lands that was thus brought 
to the surface was none other than the lost continent of Atlantis, which 
Plato had reported in his Critias: the seat of a more perfect society. 

Within a generation Plato’s ideal commonwealth was reborn in a great 
critical and constructive work, the Utopia of Thomas More. The New 
World did not long remain a purely geographic concept: it meant a new 
technics, a new science, a new education, a new social order, a new hemi- 
sphere of the mind. But it began first with the bold conception of the pos- 
sibilities of constructing a better commonwealth: a series of utopias ac- 
companied the practical movement for colonization. If the immediate 
effects of More, Campanella, Andreae, and Vayrasse were fitful and in- 
significant, they nevertheless paved the way for more comprehensive 
efforts many centuries later. At the moment of its germination, the idea 
of utopia was an integral part of the conception of a New World. 

2: Utopia as New World Symbol 

Thomas More’s Utopia was finished by that busy statesman in 1516. 
Far more decisively than in many later works, with More’s Utopia a new 
current of air came into the stuffy medieval chamber. More was palpably 
shocked by his own audacity in conceiving a world so different in social 
outline and customs from that of the England of Henry VIII: so shocked 
that he hid his serious purpose behind a facade of facetious names; for 
Utopia is nowhere, the sun-burned sailor who tells about the common- 
wealth is called Raphael Hythlodaye, and his last name means skilled in 
nonsense.” 

More’s debt to Plato’s Republic is plain: the fuller knowledge of Plato 
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was once more having its seminal influence upon European thought. But 
there is still another possibility about both the actual Origin of the work 
and the general conception of a communistic society that More set forth; 
and that is, that some rumor of the Empire of the Incas may have already 
been blown over the Andes and so passed, with numerous changes, into 
Antwerp. Rumors travel faster than documents. Such a possibility would 
make a little less strangely clairvoyant the political parallels between the 
actual Peru found by Pizarro and More’s imaginary Utopia. 

The challenge of the New World was quite boldly put by Hythlodaye 
himself in More’s masterly introduction: an unsparing piece of social 
criticism to appear under the very eyes of a despotic and quasi-absolut^ 
monarch. Hythlodaye points out that the counselors of kings often reject 
suggestions for improvement on one pretext or another; and when driven' 
into a comer they say: “These things were good enough for our ancestors, 
and we only wish we were as wise as they were.” — “As if,” drily remarks 
Hythlodaye, “it were a dangerous thing for anyone to be found wiser than 
his ancestors.” 

By the sixteenth century the appeal to hallowed custom and prevailing 
authority was no longer sufficient. Men’s eyes were beginning to open to 
the possibility of a more rational order and a better life than their ances- 
tors had known. The revolting peasants of Germany were at one with the 
revolting imagination of More; and the communism of the Anabaptists 
was no less defiant of the privileges of the rich than the communism of 
the Utopians. More’s conscious official self was that of a lawyer and states- 
man, participating in his daily life in that “nobility, magnificence, splen- 
dor, and majesty” which the “community of life and goods without any 
money dealings” would utterly overthrow. His religious views were those 
of a faithful Catholic: so he imposed harsh sentences upon heretics with- 
out apparent compunction. In the end, his Church called him Blessed, and 
finally gave him the title of Saint. There can be no doubt as to his con- 
scious orthodoxy, his honest loyalty to Church and State. 

But the New World had already taken possession of More’s uncon- 
scious: once he turned his imagination loose, it stopped at nothing that 
might improve the lot of men in society. His humor, his persiflage, his 
apparently irresponsible fantasy were only mechanisms whereby his 
deeper self could make its appearance in public. Every part of his Utopia 
shows the effect of a new world consciousness. Witness the application of 
mechanical invention to work, as in the creation of the chicken incubator, 
the universal participation in manual labor, the acceptance of woman as 
co-partner on a full basis of equality — and finally, the institution of adult 
education. Consider the main political innovations of Utopia. The common 
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ownership of property, the closer union of town and country, the stabiliza- 
tion of the population, the provision of economic security, the transforma- 
tion of a money ^conomy into a planned economic order, with a six hour 
day and a share in all the work and full provision for the care of the 
aged — here were suggestions that were not merely critical and sly, but 
positive and beneficial. In More’s Utopia there was no need for lawyers 
and no place for litigation: he bowed out his own class and guild. The 
love of gold was mocked by using that metal deliberately for the manu- 
facture of chamberpots. 

But the most significant fact about Utopia is the positive bieath of 
freedom that sweeps through it. Freedom of action was deliberately en- 
couraged; and alternatives were permitted even to such good customs as 
the nightly dining together in commons in the neighborhood community. 
Everywhere More introduced a shattering innovation: the principle oi 
deliberate choice. Nowhere was this more conspicuous than in the Utopian 
provisions for religion: the commonwealth’s original ruler believed thal 
“if it should be the case that one religion is true and all the rest false . . 
if the matter were dealt with reasonably and moderately, truth by its owr 
natural force would come out and be clearly seen; but if there were con 
tention and armed violence were employed, seeing that the worst men ar< 
always the most obstinate, the best and holiest religion would be over 
whelmed. ... So he left it all an open matter and made it free to eacl 
to choose what he should believe, save that ... no one should fall s< 
far below the dignity of human nature as to believe that the soul perishe 
with the body, or that the world is the mere sport of chance and not gov 
erned by divine providence.” 

This new sense of freedom rested on the possibility of economic equal 
ity: More goes back again and again to this point, in terms that leave n 
doubt as to where he stood. Not merely was the Christian religion favore 
in Utopia “when they heard that Christ approved the common way c 
living”: but More boldly denounces the system whereby the idle classe 
live in grandeur and luxury, “doing nothing at all, or only that which : 
superfluous,” while “in the meantime the day laborer, the carter, the smitl 
the husbandman by continuous toil ... get such a poor living and liv 
such a miserable life that the condition of beasts of burden might see: 
far preferable.” What is this state, says More, except “a conspiracy of tl 
rich who are aiming at their own advantage under the name and title < 
the commonwealth”? 

The justification of economic equality, originally uttered by mediew 
Protestantism in the form of denial, here came forth on positive ground 
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the duty of universal service and the right to an equal share in all the 
goods produced. < 

In short, this New World offered alternatives to the tyrannous customs 
and the customary tyrannies that governed so much of the Old World. 
On the other side of the globe men had managed things better, and by 
colonizing those distant lands the fettered European might find the free- 
dom and the equality of which the common man began increasingly to 
dream. More’s prophetic vision picked out all the principal objects on that 
distant horizon: even if their future shapes were vague, he placed them 
accurately. No small part of what he formulated in the sixteenth century! 
became the working program of the democratic and socialist movements\ 
that took shape in the nineteenth century. 

From More’s time on, a growing body of people came to feel that Eu- 
rope no longer mattered. They paid lip-service to its venerable institu- 
tions, they went through the motions of fealty; but their hearts were in 
the New World, and their actions falsified their open professions. At first 
dozens of men, then hundreds and thousands, no longer were content to 
sit at home and enjoy the delights of a relatively safe but limited exist- 
ence, surrounded by the sanctities of home and Church. They would risk 
their lives, endure hideous suffering, cut themselves off from their kind 
for years at a time, in order to break loose from the parent body. Eu- 
ropeans ceased to be parts of a stable organism, anchored to its own past: 
they became active, motile, free-living, picking up their cultural good 
where they could find it, sampling everything, driven by a hunger that 
was partly curiosity, and by a curiosity that was partly a need for action. 
No longer were they content to stay in the old theater, with its fixed cast, 
its stock pieces, its too-well-remembered lines: they sought to improvise 
a new drama, and the first step toward that end was to change the scene. 
Scene-shifting was indeed the very symbol for this New World adventure: 
with an ocean voyage the past melted into air: the cloud-capped towers, 
the gorgeous palaces, the solemn temples dissolved: history could begin 
anew. 

The scene changes. This device of the baroque theater now had its coun- 
terpart in life. What were exploring and pioneering and colonization but 
an attempt to consign the past itself to the lumber-room, and to solve 
man’s social problems, not by disciplining and refining his whole nature 
but by changing his background alone? 

In the medieval culture. Heaven was “given”: it came as the ultimate 
reward for a life of renunciation or a moment of true repentance; but 
one’s only prospective part in it was that of passive enjoyment: the bliss 
of immobility: peace. Now Heaven lay on the other side of the globe; it 



THE NEW HEMISPHERES 


239 


could be discovered by man, or at least the materials for it were lying 
there, waiting for man to shape them. The European saw in the relatively 
open and unoccupied lands of the New World a chance to slough off his 
past and make a fresh start. If the walled town was the symbol of the 
early medieval period, the sailing ship was the symbol of post-medieval 
adventure: for it gave large bodies of men a freedom of movement they 
had never known before — and a new field of action. Those who took their 
lives in their hands and went on long voyages across the seas, to New 
Spain or New England, to the Cape of Good Hope or the Malabar Coast, 
had a moral advantage over those they left behind. 

Detached and disaffected men now appeared in every part of Europe: 
people who were unwilling to stand the gaff any longer, now that they 
knew there was an alternative. These people found the life of their parish 
dull and meaningless: impiously, they used the New World as a means of 
escape from control, from responsibility, from self-discipline. “Better to 
reign in Hell than to serve in Heaven,” exclaimed Lucifer in Milton’s 
Paradise Lost; and that was the temper in which countless people faced 
the prospect of finding a place in the New World. Once the daily network 
of human associations had become valueless, one place was as good as 
another, and the less its past was visible the more its future could be 
idealized. The hatches that kept the id in confinement were unbattened: 
before the ship was a day out of port the super-ego was bound, trussed, 
and tossed overboard. The spirit that animated this conquest was well 
summed up by the Abbe Raynal in the eighteenth century, in his classic 
treatise on colonization: 

“Since the bold attempts of Columbus and of Gama, a spirit of fanati- 
cism, till then unknown, hath been established in our countries; which is 
that of making discoveries. We have traversed, and still continue to 
traverse, all the climates from one pole to another, in order to discover 
some continent to invade, some islands to ravage, and some people to 
spoil, to subdue, and to massacre. Would not the person who should put 
an end to this frenzy deserve to be reckoned among the benefactors of 
mankind?” 

In fact, the New World performed a two-faced service to the disinte- 
grating medieval culture: it both hastened its end and made that end more 
tolerable by throwing open an alternative life, even to the poor craftsman, 
the shopkeeper, the peasant. In addition, it sent back to the Old World 
a host of sustaining foods and raw materials, to cushion its old age. In 
itself, the New World was both Utopia — the good place — and Penal 
Colony: both a haven of refuge and a place of bitter exile. To the farthest 
ends of the earth went the outcasts of Europe: those who sought salvation 
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outside the established Churches; those who wished to throw off the irk- 
some restraints of authority and who fled from their fathers instead of 
slaying them; or those who wished simply to better thqir condition in other 
lands where, as Adam Smith later observed, rent and profit did not eat 
up wages, and so the two superior classes were less tempted to oppress 
the large inferior one. Explorers and conquistadors, missionaries, traders, 
administrators, agricultural colonists — people who sought gold and loot, 
people who sought freedom, people who sought to solve the conflicts of 
society by living too far from their neighbors to quarrel with them — all 
these took possession of the New World and seized the fringes of Africja 
and Asia : forerunners of the tidal migrations of the nineteenth century. \ 

The sense of the New World perhaps remained more alive in the imag' 
ination of Europe than in the practices of those who first took possession) 
of it from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. Once the breach was 
made, old memories welled up: weary and homesick, the new settler would 
reproduce in the New World the little Spanish or Dutch or English town 
from whence he had come. Generations, sometimes centuries, were needed 
before he felt at home enough to explore to the full the possibilities of the 
new life: two centuries separate Cotton Mather and Henry Thoreau. 

With few exceptions, the new colonists established themselves by fraud 
and by main force: they came to exploit and dominate these new lands, 
rather than to fathom their true possibilities for human existence and 
charitably share their own blessings with those of the original inhabitants. 
Contempt and guilt mingled with this whole process of exploitation: once 
Western man admitted the contributions of the “inferior” races he could 
scarcely bear to look his own ugly conduct in the face. Hence he was more 
conscious of the precious gifts he gave to the native peoples than he was 
of the equally precious gifts he received from them: right down to our 
own day, the immense debt of Western culture in general, and especially 
of Western technics — Western man’s particular pride — to the more primi- 
tive peoples has rarely been acknowledged, or even recognized. His ig- 
norance and insolence served as hypnotics to Western man, and doubtless 
temporarily lessened his sense of guilt and self-reproach. 

But the facts themselves should at least be noted. The New World was 
no mere treasure house of gold and silver and furs. It is from the Amerin- 
dian culture of the New World that over half the world’s agricultural 
wealth is derived: from this source came the potato, which in the nine- 
teenth century for the first time supplied Europe with a sufficient quan- 
tity of Vitamin D in winter, to say nothing of increasing the amount of 
daily energy; from Peru came the quinine which proved one of the few 
true specifics in the medicine chest up to the invention of the sulphur com- 
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pounds. This is only a small part of the debt: Asia, Polynesia, Africa had 
likewise rich contributions to make. Too easily did the appropriators of 
these goods pose as their creators: too lightly did the discoverer claim the 
title of inventor. 

Yet to forget the variety of material goods and the multiplicity of tech- 
nical facilities which the age of exploration opened up, would be to forget 
one of the most important ingredients of the New World picture. Alterna- 
tive stuffs, alternative methods, alternative finished products gave the com- 
mon man opportunities that only a handful of rulers had hitherto pos- 
sessed. The mind as well as the market was glutted with new goods. In 
seizing these goods, however, Western man made the fatal mistake of 
neglecting the cultures that had produced them: worse than that, he ac- 
tively destroyed or lamed these cultures. He was still too sure of his 
Christian ideology, or he was already too preoccupied with his new capi- 
talist and mercantilist accountancy, to make any reckoning of mankind’s 
cultural losses from his conquest: nor did he have any appreciation of 
the permanent values of the primitive civilizations he despoiled. 

The interest in the New World cultures as cultures, their due consider- 
ation as living communities that had given rise to values, meanings, forms, 
sometimes worthy to be put alongside the best that Palestine, Greece, or 
Rome could show, did not appear till most of the damage was done: till 
Western man had ravaged, defaced, or corrupted the people to whom he 
brought “civilization.” By his very pride Western man contributed to his 
o\^n impoverishment. 

3: The Half-World of Science 

The search for the fountain of youth and the riches of the Indies did 
not merely lure men to Florida with De Soto or to the Pacific Ocean with 
Magellan: it promoted the study of anatomy; it led to the testing of new 
chemical compounds; it kept the alchemist performing random experi- 
ments in his furnaces and retorts, in the hope that some lucky combina- 
tion of magic words and chemical compounds would turn a pellet of lead 
into gold, or a tincture of alcohol into a powerful elixir, capable of reno- 
vating the human frame. 

Paracelsus, in the sixteenth century, did not find gold; but he found 
something more precious, mercury, which happened to be a fairly helpful, 
if also pernicious, specific for the new disease, syphilis. What radium is 
to cancer today, mercury was originally to syphilis: its timeliness atoned 
for its therapeutic limitations. Leonardo da Vinci did not learn the secret 
of flight; but his observations of birds and his researches into anatomy 
put him on the trail which the inventors of the late nineteenth century were 
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to follow to its appointed destination: the conquest of the air. Yet Leo- 
nardo’s preoccupations with mechanical problems wei;e only typical of a 
more general effort on the part of craftsmen, painter^, and military en- 
gineers to exert a wider mastery over the new external forces that were 
at their command. 

When one lays out all of Leonardo’s brilliant inventions and anticipa- 
tions, side by side with the speculative technics of later thinkers like 
Porta, Besson, Bacon, and Glanvill, one has a conspectus of a new world : 
the world of the machine. The belief that automatons would ultimately 
displace human labor was common to the new Utopias: Campanella, the 
Calabrian monk, was as sure of this in the seventeenth century as Bulwe^- 
Lytton, the author of The Coming Race, was in the nineteenth century; 
The world that all these artists and technicians dreamed of and peopled 
in great detail was that in which twentieth century man actually lives. And 
like the microscopic fissures that can already be detected in an embryonic 
tooth, the weaknesses of our present mechanical order, the painful cavi- 
ties that are now visible in the social structure that only a little while ago 
seemed so sound, were already in evidence by the seventeenth century. 
The worship of the machine went hand in hand with the displacement of 
the human. 

The appetite for knowing the nature of the physical world by the meth- 
ods of dissection and analysis must not be confused with medieval natural- 
ism. Both efforts, indeed, centered on the external world; and in both 
cases there was an effort to break through a shimmering web of fantasies 
and obscure symbolisms and turbid desires in order to come closer to 
the actual nature of things. Accurate observation, keen sensory discrimina- 
tion, systematic description, careful measurement, prompt notation, piece- 
meal analysis and piecemeal results, characterized this new search; but 
whereas medieval naturalism sprang largely from the study of medicine, 
the physical sciences owed a greater debt to the merchant with his system- 
atic accountancy of money and to the metallurgist and the miner, with 
their systematic assault upon the natural environment. 

These new quests of technics and physical science were prompted, in 
no small degree, by Western man’s growing disregard for the human soul 
and for its ultimate fate in eternity. Hie new inventors sought to simulate 
life by mechanical motion, and to prolong life by transferring its attri- 
butes to machines. They dreamed of automatons that were “as good as 
alive”: and Descartes, by a reverse process, demonstrated that all the 
attributes of living organisms could be explained in terms of mechanism 
— the human soul alone being politely left out of the reckoning, in defer- 
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ence to Christian theology. The machine, not man, became the measure of 
all things. , 

One may, howeyer, measure the extent of this change by comparing 
Petrarch’s Reflections in his “Solitude” with Francis Bacon’s in The Ad- 
vancement of Learning three centuries later. If practical inventors, Pe- 
trarch grudgingly admits, are entitled to honor, “provided it be human 
and reasonable . . . what glory shall be showered upon the inventors 
of literature and the noble arts, who have provided us not with a plow 
to make furrow nor woven garments for our bodies nor tinkling lures for 
our ears nor oil and wine for our gullet . . . but have furnished us with 
nobler instruments wherewith to procure nourishment, raiment, instruc- 
tion, and healing for the mind?” There spoke a man who still put the 
things of the spirit at the summit of his grade of values. 

Bacon turned these values upside down. The people who are honored 
as benefactors of the race in his fragmentary utopia, The New Atlantis, 
are all scientists or inventors of the practical arts. For Bacon the “seal 
and legitimate goal of the sciences is the endowment of human life with 
new inventions and riches.” Feelings, emotions, states of mind, were be- 
coming unreal to him and his scientifically minded contemporaries: they 
faced the perils of subjective hallucination by closing up that side of the 
personality and declaring it utterly bankrupt. All that had been freely ex- 
pressed in medieval culture was now either completely segregated from 
the working mind, or it was repressed and driven underground. 

JMark this change: it was to have important consequences. One of the 
chief marks of the ideological New World of science was the progressive 
abandonment of the inner and the subjective in every form: the irreal 
world of wish and fantasy became for the scientist an entirely unreal 
sphere: by definition it lay outside his province and by an ever-deepening 
prejudice, not effectively broken down until the emergence of psycho- 
analysis, it became “untouchable.” Religion and the general care of the 
soul had a more or less honorific place in Bacon’s scheme, a sort of cloth- 
ing necessary for decency. But it had become expedient, indeed impera- 
tive, to separate the new book of God’s works, which was natural philos- 
ophy, from the old book of God’s word, which was revealed religion; 
and one must not unwisely let them mingle or confound their learnings 
together. 

Thomas Aquinas’s world presented man as shut up in himself — sur- 
rounded by self-conditioned ideas or divine revelations. Science opened 
up the external world and bade it welcome; but it shut out the self; it 
enlarged the horizon but contracted the center. 

Here lay the beginning of a deeper split in the Western personality. 
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The separation of positive science from normative science, of instruments 
from ends, of causal knowledge from final knowledge P tended to encour- 
age the pursuit of the first and to belittle and devitalise the concern for 
the second. The very increase of scientific knowledge, however, only in- 
creased the need for moral discipline. To encourage a mature technique 
for controlling the external world and enlarging all of man’s physical 
powers, whilst permitting man himself to remain at an infantile level, 
was to place dynamite in the hands of children. Leonardo deliberately 
suppressed his invention of the submarine, because he felt it was too , 
devilish a contraption to be placed in the hands of wicked men: but that j 
sound inhibition was not generally followed ; nor would a merely negative 
action have been sufficient. 

What was needed was a positive cultivation of humanistic knowledge, 
as rigorous, as extensive, as energetic, as that of science. Unfortunately 
the economic motive was lacking: the fuller development of the human 
personality did not promise large installments of riches. Hence the most 
important problem of all was left out of the new world-picture of science: 
who is to control the controller of nature? This weakness disguised itself 
as scientific purity, and this moral irresponsibility paraded itself as a 
godlike concern for truth alone: but in actual practice both qualities 
played sedulously into the hands of unscrupulous men and groups that 
were seeking for riches and power and that accepted no moral limits to 
the unqualified satisfaction of their egos. The very indifference of the 
scientist to the consequences of his thought — though it could be justified 
in an economy that gave full play to the whole personality — sanctioned 
a general indifference to the actual consequence of a new invention or a 
new industry upon the lives of the workers concerned and the social state 
of the whole community. The civilization so created, we have now learned 
to our bitter discouragement, utilizes its full energies only in war: its 
positive achievements all magnify the possibilities of destruction. . . . 

Bacon had little conception of the method, of science: on this matter 
a few pages of Galileo are worth the entire works of the Elizabethan 
courtier. In so far as Bacon conceived of a division of labor in science, 
he looked forward to a sort of graded officialdom in which each worker 
would attend to but a fragment of the process of discovery, in a sort of 
straight-line assembly of knowledge. But Bacon had, better than many of 
his more able technical and scientific contemporaries, a keen sense of 
science’s immediate social goals and the part the sciences would play in 
creating a New World. With a far wider sweep of the imagination than 
the astronomers, physicists, or anatomists of his time, Bacon outlined the 
possible objectives of this new type of research — from hormone rejuvena- 
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tion to the preservation of food by refrigeration. The mechanical arts, 
founded on nature, ^ operated by scientific knowledge, were to him the so- 
cial prime movers: he asserted plainly that printing, gunpowder, and the 
compass had “changed the experience and state of the whole world.” 

In the first edition of the New Atlantis there is a list of the gains that 
Bacon anticipated from scientific discovery. I shall set down only those 
that have been accomplished. “The prolongation of life: the restitution 
of youth in some degree: the retardation of age: the curing of diseases 
counted incurable: the mitigation of pain: more easy and less loathsome 
purgings: versions of bodies into other bodies: making of new species; 
instruments of destruction, as of war and poison: force of the imagination 
either upon another body or upon the body itself [autosuggestion and 
hypnotism] ; acceleration of time in maturations: acceleration of germina- 
tion: making rich composts for the earth: drawing new foods out of sub- 
stance not now in use: making new threads for apparel, and new stuffs 
such as paper, glass, etc.: artificial minerals and cements.” Note the im- 
portance of retardation and acceleration in this list: the conquest of time 
accompanied the conquest of space. 

Moreover, Bacon saw that the universities of Europe, dedicated to the 
established professions, had no place for the arts and sciences not already 
attached to law, medicine, or theology. In a “device” or masque pre- 
sented at the Christmas revels he appealed to the mock sovereign of the 
revels for the establishment of a large general library, a botanical garden, 
a museum of science and industry, and a laboratory fully equipped with 
“mills, instruments, furnaces, and vessels.” “Miracles and wonders shall 
cease,” Bacon boldly announced, “by reason that you shall discover their 
natural causes.” 

In recent years Bacon has been unfairly written down because he 
showed little comprehension of the important work being done by his con- 
temporaries, Gilbert and Galileo, and because he had little immediate 
influence on the development of science through any experimental ad- 
vances of his own. Even here his detractors have gone too far: for there 
is no doubt that his project for Salomon’s House in the New Atlantis was 
directly responsible for the constitution of the Royal Society in London 
some half a century later — even though his project may have been occa- 
sioned by the actual founding of the earlier Academia Secretorum Natu- 
rae at Naples in 1560. 

So, too, despite Bacon’s palpable failings as both a scientist and 
a human being, he had a prophetic vision of the world to come: if it was 
less well-grounded than that of a Leonardo da Vinci, it was no less strik- 
ing. Bacon looked forward to the “enlarging of the bounds of human em- 
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pire,” not merely for the improvement of man’s estate but “to the effecting 
of all things possible.” In his own philosophy. Bacon yras concerned, not 
only for the promotion of biological and medical research no less than 
mechanical or physical investigation, but for a fuller study of mind* 
body relations: he looked forward to a development of the experimental 
method even in realms where mathematical knowledge was lacking or 
inapplicable. 

But Bacon reckoned without his social milieu: a period of regimenta- 
tion dominated by the twin gods, Mars and Mammon. The tendency of this 
culture was to narrow the scope of knowledge to the mechanical arts: 
might not more extensive investigations trespass on the established inter- 
ests of the Church and the State? Little though the Roman Church might 
relish the upshot of Copernicus’s investigations, in that they moved the 
center of gravity, so to say, from the earth to the sun, there was nothing 
of a heretical nature in the physical sciences themselves: quite the con- 
trary. The pursuit of mechanics and hydrostatics infringed as little upon 
the holy dogmas as the invention of pumps and fountains: indeed, it took 
the inquiring mind off more dangerous subjects, like the scholarly investi- 
gations of history which established the fact that the Donations of Con- 
stantine, on which the Roman Church had rested its claim to temporal 
power, as directly taken over from the Roman state, was in fact a later 
forgery. This partition of interests, in turn, well suited the new practi- 
tioners of science, many of whom were merchants daily engrossed in the 
pursuit of pecuniary gain. Hence the founders of the Royal Society, 
according to John Wallis, barred “all discourses of Divinity, of State 
Affairs, and of News.” 

In other words, the sciences cut loose from the major provinces of 
human life at the very moment when physical discoveries and technolog- 
ical improvements were about to revolutionize both the material and the 
social basis of Western civilization. That proved a twofold misfortune: 
not merely were these departments left without the benefits of the scientific 
rationale, but the sciences themselves in perfecting the analytic method of 
dismemberment and dissociation, lost the sense of the whole and failed 
to develop a method of dealing with wholes. 

The New World, as conceived through the mechanical sciences, was a 
world of isolates, presided over by isolatoes. The depersonalized scientist 
was at his best in a world from which the personality itself had been 
removed: his own first of all. 

The immediate results of the new mechanical philosophy were plainly 
salutary, and the gains in knowledge were swift: the elliptical path of the 
planets, the speed of a falling body, the relationships between the pres- 
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Togressively, ihe natural world dominated the mind. In llie 15th century the great landscape that 
pieads behind Hercules and Ncssus already is more important than the mythical rape. In Brueghel s 
he Fall of Icarus all that remains of classical allusion is the famous inventor’s leg—which Brueghel 
pulling. The true subject of this landscape is Soil and Sea, Home and Adventure. Iimdlv 



VIII. ABSTRAC- 
TION OF THE 
OBJECT 

Interest in the external world was not 
confined to the scientist. What the 
physicist observed in terms of matter 
and motion, the painter described in 
terms of light and shape, color and tex- 
ture, seeking verisimilitude and life- 
likeness, independent of the more 
hieratic traditions of his art. The 
search for the object began early; but, 
as in the detail from Tintoretto’s Last 
Supper (top) the object remained a 
subordinate part of a painting whose 
meaning lay elsewhere. In Vermeer’s 
The Cook interest is divided between 
the figure and the utensils, both treated 
with almost photographic realism. But 
in the painting below the maid's face 
is hidden: she herself has become part 
of the “still-life.” Finally, in Chardin’s 
charaeteri>tic study ( bottom ) the ob- 
ject becomes completely detached from 
other human interests, and is signifi- 
cant in its own right: the breadishness 
of the bread, the copperiness of the 
copper, ha\e become values. Nothing 
was quite real for primitive man until 
he subjectified it and personalized it: 
now the test of reality becomes objecti- 
fication and depersonalization. The last 
step in this process is the invention of 
the camera, which transfers the very 
process of record to the machine. But 
nowhere is the elimination of the hu- 
man complete: behind the most auto- 
matic machine still stands man, who 
designs, operates, utilizes it. Science 
itself now moves toward the recovery 
of the subjective: part of the renewal 
of interest in the organic and the 
human. Having by strenuous self- 
elimination achieved objectivity with 
respect to the external world, man must 
now by an equally rigorous discipline 
achieve a complementary subjectivity, 
by a renewed command of the inner 
world. Instead of freezing out feelings, 
emotions, internal states, he must utilize 
them more intensively and rationally: 
only so can he do full justice to all the 
dimensions of human experience. This 
healing of the split personality of mod- 
ern man is today one of the critical 
tasks of education. 
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sure, temperature, and volume of a gas, the gravitation formula which 
gave a common denominator to the pull of the moon on the tides and the 
dropping of an apple to the earth — all these physical facts could now be 
described and sunfmarized in accurate terms: the repeatable gave rise to 
the predictable, and what could be predicted could be circumvented or 
controlled. Mass, velocity, time, temperature, pressure, were all categories 
that fitted into the new mechanical picture, and what is more important, 
prepared men to deal more competently with the machines that human in- 
genuity was now creating. Crucial experiments and swift generalizations 
took the place of tedious extensive observations. History, as the cumula- 
tive enregistration of experience, could be discarded for practical pur- 
pose. Mechanical time was non-cumulative: it accompanied only changes 
of motion, changes of position, both open to external observation. This 
excluded the very stuff of the humanities: likewise the essential method. 
Participation and imitation, sympathy and empathy, which are the chief 
means of verifying subjective experience, remained outside the domain 
of science. 

Now, every new quantum of accurate knowledge was precious: that 
fact must be emphasized before one proceeds to criticize science’s self- 
imposed limitations. Accurate, repeatable, verifiable knowledge, based 
on a standardized technique and capable of creating universally valid 
results, was no longer confined to the ideal world of the mathematical 
sciences, but brought order and clarity to one whole aspect of reality — 
whatever could be conceived as a physical system and temporarily treated 
as such. The sciences that were so created were masterly symbolic fabrica- 
tions: unfortunately, the symbols of science were treated as if they rep- 
resented a higher order of reality, when they actually represented only a 
higher order of abstraction. Human experience itself remained, neces- 
sarily, multi-dimensional: one axis extended horizontally through the 
world open to external observation, the so-called objective world, and the 
other axis, at right angles, passed through the depths and heights of the 
subjective world. 

Treating his own abstractions as primary elements, the new scientist 
discarded the complex data of actual experience: whatever was unmeas- 
urable was not, for him, intelligible. In other words, the physical sciences 
tended to identify the quantitative with the real, the qualitative with the 
unreal. David Hume, who ably translated the practices and unconscious 
assumptions of science into metaphysical terms, put the scientific attitude 
in a nutshell. “When we run over libraries, persuaded of these principles, 
what havoc must we make? If we take in our hand any volume of di- 
vinity or school metaphysics, for instance, let us ask: Does it contain any 
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abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain 
any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. 
Commit it then to the flames; for it can contain nothing but sophistry and 
illusion .” In that dismissal Hume failed to take accouht of his own illu- 
sion: his identification of successful symbolization with the whole nature 
of reality. 

The naive metaphysical bias of seventeenth century science had an 
important effect upon the conceptual New World; and it ultimately had 
an effect upon the whole New World idolum. The impersonality of science j 
was associated with many practical achievements that had a direct human \ 
value: it created a positive bias against feeling and emotion, as being ' 
inimical to cold reason and effective practice. A certain frigidity, a cer- 
tain capacity for inhumanity, began to be a sign of the progressive mind. 
In an effort to avoid the perversion of truth through emotional distortion, 
the scientist was rightly on guard against an attitude which had under- 
mined man’s grasp of the external world; but as soon as he approached 
areas of human reality in which emotion and feeling must play a part in 
objective judgment, he leaned over backwards, and created a new kind of 
emotional distortion by the deliberate evisceration of feeling. He wisely 
learned to beware of the ways, “sometimes imperceptible, in which the 
affections color and infect the understanding,” but he did not take account 
of the ways in which the understanding might repress and pervert the 
affections — and thus undermine the very impersonality the scientist sought 
to achieve. 

Kepler had no sense of this danger, hut he stated the bias of science 
very clearly in Volume I of his Opera: “As the ear is made to perceive 
sound and the eye to perceive color, so the mind of man has been formed 
to understand not all sorts of things but quantities. It perceives any given 
thing more clearly in proportion as that thing is close to bare quantities 
as to its origin, but the further a thing recedes from quantities the more 
darkness and error inheres in it.” This divorce of the scientific mind from 
the rest of the body, even the eye and the ear in their qualitative capaci- 
ties, was an attempt to secure accuracy even at the expense of truth. In 
both ways, the results were highly successful — but by that very fact the 
human personality became further disintegrated: a mind that is divorced 
from all the natural organs of personality is incapable of facing reality 
or of dealing with more than a fragment of human experience. Regimen- 
tation and fragmentation were the necessary outcomes of this pragmatic 
ego: an increasing mechanical subdivision of the productive processes not 
merely in science and in industry, but in education and government. 

The extraordinary advances of the physical and mathematical sciences 
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in the seventeenth century made this one of the great world epochs of 
thought: that is beyond dispute. The very limitations of the scientific 
method turned it into a marvelous labor-saving device: for by stressing 
uniformities and forgetting the complexities of history, the scientist was 
able to explore the physical world methodically: when one has abolished 
organisms a relatively small quantum of matter, which can be weighed, 
crushed, dissolved, or otherwise subjected to experimental examination 
may stand for a much vaster quantity and a larger number of instances. 
So rich and stimulating was this period that its great philosophers still 
loom high above the horizon: in particular, Pascal and Leibnitz show an 
understanding that transcends even the limitations of the mechanical world 
picture itself. One is not surprised to find in Leibnitz’s conception of the 
monad a logical exposition of a non-materialist interpretation of “mat- 
ter,” in which mind and body are unified at the very starting point, and 
the classic atom is dropped in favor of an energy quantum that has no 
dimensions. 

But popular interest in these thinkers was strong precisely where their 
thoughts were most closely in harmony with the new conception of the 
world itself as a machine, and of man as a special kind of contrivance, 
a self-regulating automaton: a view best represented by another scientific 
philosopher, Descartes. Utilizing only a part of man’s faculties, the scien- 
tist sought to explain a part of his actions in terms of a part of the world. 
Unfortunately, this fractional milieu was described as the real universe, 
an4 the mechanical Caliban who inhabited it became the paragon of the 
New Man. This new world had no place for either the divine or the fully 
human: both Ariel and Prospero were banished. 

4: The Moral Authority of Science 

So much for the limitations of the mechanical idolum. Nevertheless 
the systematic exploration of every part of the physical universe had a 
similar effect to the exploration of the globe itself: it was a powerful 
agent of release, and it opened up new horizons for human effort. The 
natural sciences carried into the life of the mind a little of that democratic 
respect for human handiwork which the artist and the craftsman of the 
Middle Ages had held; but which the universities had never properly 
appreciated. For the older type of scholar, the mind was supposed to oper- 
ate by its own motive power alone, on its own subject matter: by the 
strict ordering of concepts, axioms, and propositions, the eye and the hand 
were rendered inoperative or, at least, insignificant. The alchemist and 
the natural philosophers, in their new laboratories and observatories, had 
a different notion: Bacon cited the alchemists as calling upon men to sell 
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their books and to build furnaces: “quitting and forsaking Minerva and 
the Muses as barren virgins and relying upon Vulcan.” Paracelsus, he 
whose loud claims gave the word bombast to the \rorld, was humble 
enough to learn from the miners of the Harz Mountains, and Agricola, 
too, was taught by the miners and metal workers of Saxony. The sailor, 
seeking to plot his course more accurately and swiftly, made new de- 
mands upon the astronomer, the mathematician, and the inventor: the 
sextant, the chronometer, and logarithm tables were all direct answers to , 
this demand. Bernard Palissy, who himself began life as a potter, pro-! 
ceeded from an interest in his potter’s clays and glazes to his brilliant \ 
studies in geology. 1 

For the schoolmen, knowledge came either through divine revelation 
or through the skillful manipulations of signs and symbols: they were 
not interested in creating new truths, but were rather content to refine 
and refurbish truths that were already, to all appearances, solidly estab- 
lished. For the scientist, on the other hand, fresh discoveries were more 
important than certainty: as long as he made progress, he preferred to 
leap from hummock to hummock in the swamp of his ignorance, rather 
than to stay in one spot and attempt to sound bottom: did he not indeed 
suspect that what lay beneath the mat of accumulated experience was 
bottomless? The scientist therefore sought truth through a systematic ex- 
ploration and manipulation of the environment: hence manual skill, skill 
in lens grinding, in making balances, in blowing glass and baking porce- 
lain, now became useful for the pursuit of knowledge: the basic processes 
of science, as Dr. Charles Singer well points out, were originally the work 
of artists — Leeuwenhoek discovered micro-organisms because he had the 
patience and zeal to grind his own minute lenses, just as Galileo privately 
invented the telescope. If the conceptual frame of science had no place 
for the full human personality, in its actual operations it partly made 
good this lack: man the worker became companion to man the knower. 

From now on no one was excluded from the circle of scientific workers, 
provided he added a grain of verifiable knowledge to the countless sands 
of empiric fact. Common workmen, amateurs, outsiders had a part in 
making this New World, though only the creators and manipulators of 
its symbols could enlarge its boundaries and fully exploit its resources. 
For this reason, Leibnitz was anxious that German should supplant Latin 
as the medium of instruction in his own country, so that new knowledge 
might be open to the whole nation. 

Not less important than this extension of thought by operative and 
manual exercises was the discovery of a method for establishing agree- 
ment. Here the most radical transformation took place. Scholastic phi- 
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losophy rested its hope for agreement upon authority: every chain in 
logical reasoning *must ultimately lead back to an indisputable source, a 
passage in an acoepted treatise: finally to the revealed word of God. If 
this final rock should crumble, the structure established on it must in- 
evitably fall down; and this, in fact, was what went on happening as men 
applied the methods of common sense and reason to an examination of 
Biblical and saintly revelation. 

Scientific reasoning, on the other hand, rested on a floating foundation. 
Observation, manipulation, and measurement furnished the basis of in- 
terpretation; and a process of going forward, from hypothesis to observa- 
tion, from observation to experiment, from experiment to prediction, from 
prediction to verification, now served instead of a retrospective appeal 
to the old, the established, the venerable. By making additions to knowl- 
edge in small, carefully tested increments, instead of large, sweeping 
statements whose acceptance would transform every part of the structure, 
the scientist made it possible to correct error or approximate more closely 
to truth without having to begin all over again. The very method was self- 
corrective: nor was it necessary to prop up an original error because it 
had become so deeply embedded in the resulting structure that its re- 
moval might cause even the sound parts to collapse. Even fundamental 
over-all changes in science, from Newtonian to post-Newtonian physics, 
from creationism to transformism in biology, still leave the constituent 
increments of verified truth intact: they serve like permanent officials who 
carry on no matter how radically the government itself may change. This 
was a precious contribution: a great advance over dogmatic religion. 

Science did not overthrow either intuition or authority: it placed them 
within an organization that subjected them to constant scrutiny and open 
correction. The sciences relied, not on a single authority, but on the multi- 
plied evidence of countless men, endowed with the same faculties, bal- 
lasted by the same education, modified by differences in temperament and 
outlook and capacity. Individual scientists could and would continue to 
err; but the sciences themselves would become more accurate. The under- 
lying postulates might change; individual parts might be revised; but the 
whole structure nevertheless remained intact. 

This was such a radical change in the procedure for arriving at truth 
that scientists themselves for long failed to understand the implications 
of their method. Great as Sir Isaac Newton was as a mathematical physi- 
cist, he shotved a testy dislike of all criticism, and stood on his authority 
with as much insolence as an absolute prince. But science was essentially 
an open synthesis: open at both ends, at the top for each accretion of fresh 
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knowledge, and at the bottom for each necessary modification of its own 
metaphysical and logical substratum. « 

I have dwelt at length on this transformation, because it gave science, 
from the seventeenth century on, a moral authority that had once been 
pre-empted by the Church. Not merely was all our verifiable knowledge 
about the cosmos in the hands of men detached from the Church, but the 
divine attributes of disinterestedness and impersonality now went with 
science, rather than with theology. If the outlook of the scientist was re- 
stricted to external phenomena, his method was nevertheless exemplary 
in every department of thought. In a time of deepening schisms it created 
solid common ground. Humanistic scholarship progressively recorded ; 
that change: turning from the external authority of Aristotle it re-acquired \ 
and extended his method. ' 

Christian discipline had, however, been carried over into science, as 
monastic regularity had been carried over into capitalism. Whitehead 
points out how substantially the scholastic view of a rational order in 
nature contributed to the common use of the experimental method, giving 
science a faith that its separate findings would eventually fit together and 
make sense. So, too, the Calvinist doctrine of predestination lent itself 
to the conception of scientific necessity. Halley’s successful forecast of 
the appearance of his comet in the seventeenth century did much to trans- 
fer the sense of the miraculous from the unpredictable to the predictable 
event. 

Finally, the ascetic element in Christianity was carried over into<the 
scientific laboratory: not what one wishes to find, but what one actually 
finds without respect to one’s wishes or hopes, became the hallmark of 
science. Self-restraint and self-abnegation were carried to a high point. 
There is no little suggestion of Christian asceticism in science’s willing- 
ness to deal with disagreeable facts, to encounter repulsive sights: once 
the attributes of sainthood. In the Middle Ages a saint might wash a 
leper’s sores: in the seventeenth century Athanasius Kircher will dare 
to look at the blood of a plague victim and discover, in the crawling 
white worms that are visible under the microscope, the_ first evidence of 
the germ theory of disease. This willingness on the part of the scientist 
to face facts and to venture into the unknown, heightens the likeness 
between the new terrestrial exploration and the new intellectual explora- 
tions. 

In sum, the same underlying animus prompted the explorer and the 
scientist, the pioneer and the inventor. They opened up new fields for 
rapid colonization and exploration: they fostered an immense expansion 
of human powers. But the New World that they revealed was but a half- 
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world; and in their impatience to exploit it swiftly and profitably they 
overlooked no snftll part of the real world’s essential characteristics and 
its permanent values. 

5: Social Atomization and Uniformity 

The opening up of the New World, then, had a profound effect upon 
the human personality: it gave scope and power to the dissociated man, 
the man who could readily divorce himself from his birthplace, his tradi- 
tions, his community, his family ties. The traveler, the explorer, the col- 
onist were people who dissociated themselves easily in space: the archae- 
ologist, the classic humanist, the collector of antiques were those who 
dissociated themselves in time. One way or another, the living connection 
with Europe’s historic culture, in which the personality of Western man 
had originally been formed, was broken: and those who were spiritually 
prepared to make the break found the New World more easily and lived 
there more happily. 

Now, from the standpoint of personality, this period of expansion must 
be looked upon as one of disintegration: the outer man flourished but 
the inner man shrank, and the strains produced by this process opened 
up serious cracks which weakened the whole structure. Opposed to this 
interpretation is the more common notion that this process was beneficial 
to the personality and indeed created a new type, that of modem man 
himself, whose very dissociation and fragmentation were an indication of 
hts freedom. This idea was sedulously advanced by the great cultural 
historian, Burckhardt, in the middle of the nineteenth century: he asserted 
that while in the Middle Ages “man was conscious of himself only as 
member of a race, people, party, family, or corporation” in the renas- 
cence “man became a spiritual individual.” 

This interpretation rests on a false conception of personality: a con- 
ception which in fact accepts the medieval belief in a permanent soul that 
is unaffected by the accidents of historical development, and which en- 
courages the mistaken belief that one can find out the true nature of 
man without reference to what he sees, does, eats, handles, feels, believes, 
loves, hates, attaches himself to. This so-called spiritual individual is a 
romantic ghost. When one strips man of all his functions as a “member 
of a race, people, party, family, or corporation” one reduces the very 
province of personality; for personality emerges, not by a rejection of 
social ties, but by their more complete assimilation and incarnation. The 
unfettered individual was less of a man than the man of the Middle Ages: 
the proof of this is that he was presently forced, like the despot, to take 
to himself privately all the functions of society in order to be truly alive. 
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The wholeness of the individual depends upon his association within a 
whole community. Those who escaped the claims and 'duties of life in a 
community did not achieve freedom. They either floated in a void of self- 
indulgent fantasy or they sank down to the level of animal existence; and 
they proved this by their capacity for violence, brutality, deviltry. 

In point of fact, social detachment is death. At every minute the de- 
tached individual is kept alive by the labors of other men, by knowledge 
he has acquired in society, by hopes and dreams that recall his social 
affiliations: the very words he uses to deny the claims of society are them- 
selves the oldest artifacts of human society. “I think, therefore I am” 
proves nothing about the existence of a thinking individual, contrary to 
Descartes; but it does point to the indubitable existence of human society: 
the words as such indicate the existence of other selves and imply the 
entire history of the human race. To lose hold of this social tissue is to 
court madness and even risk physical death: that is why the stranded 
explorer and the lost aviator wisely keep themselves alive by making 
records for those who may find their dead body or by holding on in their 
own minds to the images of their families and friends. Thus they re- 
inforce, by psycho-social devices, the mere animal will-to-live. At its 
best, the act of detachment is only a preliminary step to joining another 
society, actual or imagined. We saw this take place before in the passage 
from the Classic to the Christian order. 

Burckhardt indeed was on the trail of the essential truth about the new 
“individual” when he observed that the private man, indifferent to poli- 
tics, “seems to have been first fully formed in the despotisms of the 
fourteenth century.” That points to a more correct interpretation. What 
was called freedom was freedom to do without society: freedom to with- 
draw from public life and give up active associations with one’s neighbors 
and fellow-guildsmen: the “individualism” of isolation. But no commu- 
nity can long exist when it fosters this dissociation and disconnection: 
artificial elements of cohesion must be found if the natural alliances and 
sympathies are withdrawn. So it is no accident that an age which boasted 
its freedom, its individualism, its contempt for historic ties and traditional 
civic duties, should also have succumbed to absolutism and have widened 
the province of the uniform. An impulse toward unbounded individual 
self-assertion was checked by an equal impulse to servile conformity. 
One might defy the moral laws of God and man, provided one did not 
ignore the latest fashion in wigs or ruffs. Abandoning the search for 
spiritual unity, the atomic individual accepted mechanical uniformity. 
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6: The Book and Book-learning 

As the ideological New World took form, it became plain that some 
special preparation must be made for entering it. Left to themselves, the 
greater part of the community would cling sluggishly to the established 
forms of religion, thought, and technics: they would dig and mine and 
build as their ancestors had done before them, following the well-marked 
ruts in the road. What, then, was the essential instrument that overcame 
this inertia? Nothing less than the printed word. The invention of print- 
ing from uniform movable type, which had spread with incredible rapid- 
ity from Korea to Europe in the fifteenth century, was the new carrier of 
the common life. Those who would read the printed word became part 
of a new community, the literate: instead of resting content with the little 
they could see, hear, or feel in their immediate neighborhood, they be- 
came part of an ever-enlarging group for whom secondhand experiences, 
simulated feelings, and verbal understandings of matters hitherto out of 
sight and out of mind occupied a larger share of their daily life. The 
book became the prime agent of community; and the process of embodi- 
ment no longer demanded the co-operation of all the other arts, as it had 
in the days of the Cathedral. Paper became the chief medium of embodi- 
ment: to become real was to exist on printed paper. 

Before the fifteenth century, the higher culture of a civilization was 
confined to a minority in every community for a very simple reason: 
tlfat part of it which was transmitted other than by word of mouth rested 
on the existence of hand-copied books: at the height of Roman civiliza- 
tion, despite a great corps of slaves, perhaps a few thousand copies was 
the very highest circulation any single book could achieve: right down 
through the Middle Ages, a few hundred manuscripts for each title, some- 
times only a few dozen, served to perpetuate and to spread the science, 
literature, philosophy, and religion of the ancient world. So narrow was 
the margin, that an act of deliberate persecution, such as the burning 
of the books in China, or the persecution of the Albigensians in Provence, 
could wipe out a whole literature, without the possibility of a single 
book’s escaping intact. 

By reason of the invention of printing, the personal power of the writer 
whose works might be printed and reprinted in age after age was in- 
creased potentially many millionfold: so that for the first time it was 
possible to think of a writer addressing mankind, without meaning by 
mankind solely the chosen few who exercised political and economic 
power. Printing broke the class monopoly of culture. Though for a while 
this monopoly was maintained in some degree by the high capital cost 
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of establishing a press, and by various restrictive privileges that were 
handed down by die State to control the production ‘and distribution of 
books, in the long run the printing press was a great agent of cultural 
diffusion and equalization. No treasury in Mexico or Cuzco was equal 
in value to the immaterial heritage that now, for the first time in history, 
became open to the race. 

As long as books had been few and precious, their function was neces- 
sarily restricted; and young and old were forced to rely heavily upon 
their own immediate experiences and their own fantasies for both knowl- 
edge and entertainment. The printed word changed this: it fostered a 
purely verbal and dialectic approach to life, and gave to the writer a 
higher authority than the painter, the sculptor, or the musician could 
exercise. This change worked great gains and great losses: the first have 
usually been magnified and the second overlooked. Because of the author- 
ity of the printed word, every member of the community now became a 
schoolman, or at least a candidate for the school, no matter what his 
future profession. Whereas the grammar schools of the Middle Ages had 
taught the rudiments of calculation and writing and reading to the sons 
of the rising bourgeoisie, from the sixteenth century on there was a grow- 
ing demand for schools that should teach every class and that should 
instruct children, by book, in all that seemed worth knowing. 

In short, the mass production of books, which the invention of printing 
made possible, was followed immediately by a demand for the mass 
production of suitable standardized minds: indeed, one was dependent 
upon the other, and they were tied together by a common belief in the 
reproductive process itself. 

Note that the belief in wholesale systematic education took shape in 
the sixteenth century; but at first the spread of book knowledge was 
looked upon merely as supplementary to the more usual practices of 
acquiring and enlarging experience. Thus Luther said that “my idea is 
to let boys go to . . . school for one or two hours daily and spend the 
remainder of the time working at home, learning a trade, or doing what- 
ever their parents desired; so that both study and work might go hand 
in hand while they were young and able to do both. They spend at least 
ten times as much time with their pea shooters or playing ball or racing 
and tussling.” In his Preface to an Ordinance of a Common Chest, Luther 
suggested that the expropriated monasteries should be turned into schools 
for boys and girls; and he appealed “To the Councilmen of all Cities 
in Germany that they establish and maintain Christian Schools,” so that 
children might acquire “languages, the other arts, and history.” The 
training that is undertaken at home, Luther went on to observe, “attempts 
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to make us wise through our own experience,” and that seemed to him 
a task for which life itself was too short. Education, that is book-learning, 
was supposed to abbreviate the slow necessities of life: a typical New 
World concept; a veritable Baconian “acceleration” of mental germina- 
tion. 

Provisions for founding schools were common to ail the reformers: 
Calvin founded academies and schools in Geneva, and when his theology 
was transported to Scotland with John Knox, a school as well as a church 
was planted in every parish: indeed, it was in the congregational com- 
munities of New England that free compulsory primary education was 
introduced in 1647, by order of the General Court of Massachusetts. 
The man who first unified the whole process of education and associated 
it with the nation itself was the great Moravian teacher, John Amos 
Komensky, whose humanist name was Comenius. He associated each 
stage of intellectual growth with an appropriate institution: the mother’s 
knee, the vernacular school, the Latin School or Gymnasium, and finally, 
the University and Travel. His treatise on education. The Great Didactic, 
was perhaps the first to seize the revolutionary implications of systematic 
universal education; and it was the first to propose a thorough union of 
head, heart, and hand; for pictorial illustrations and manual exercises 
were placed on a par with verbal discipline. 

Comenius was the paragon of modern schoolmasters; but he endeared 
himself to later generations less by his pedagogical insight than by his 
efrors. He was completely under the spell of the mechanical world pic- 
ture: note his description of the “movements of the soul.” “The most 
important wheel is the will; while the weights are the desires and affec- 
tions which incline the will this way or that. The escapement is the reason, 
which measures and determines what, where, and how far anything should 
be sought after or avoided.” With that ideological basis, it is not surpris- 
ing that Comenius’s whole conception of education was based on the re- 
quirements for mass production. In his endeavor to make education cheap 
enough to include the poor, he sought to effect economies by the skill- 
ful arrangement of time. Long before Lancaster and Bell in England, 
Comenius invented the monitorial system of teaching, as a means of re- 
ducing costs. “I maintain,” he said, “that it is not only possible for one 
teacher to teach several hundred scholars at once, but that it is also essen- 
tial.” On no account, Comenius specifically warns, was the teacher to give 
individual instruction. 

“As soon as we have succeeded in finding the proper method,” Comfe- 
nius elsewhere explains, “it will be no harder to teach schoolboys, in 
any number desired, than with the help of the printing press to cover 
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a thousand sheets daily with the neatest writing.” Close upon this follows 
a revealing sentence: “It will be as pleasant to see education carried out 
on my plan as to look at an automatic machine, and the process will be 
as free from failure as these mechanical contrivances when skillfully 
made.” Precisely; and what Comenius formulated in the seventeenth cen- 
tury, Gradgrind and M’Choakumchild will carry out in the nineteenth. 

Comenius invented modem pedagogy and helped ruin modem educa- 
tion. He sought to make the school a self-sufficient environment; and by 
a rigorous control of the process of teaching he tried to ensure the pro- 
duction of a uniform human type: the mass citizen, so to say, of the 
modem State. For Comenius, as for his fellow-encyclopedist, J. H. Alsted, 
and as later for John Locke, the mind of the pupil was a blank sheet 
of paper. The task of education was to leave on this sheet the desired 
imprint. Again the image of the printing press. Again an unconscious 
tendency to rely upon the formal processes of despotic authority. The 
new schoolmaster mistook printed symbols for knowledge and verbal in- 
struction for discipline: like the inventor and the physical scientist, he 
achieved a partial mechanical order — and eliminated life. From the 
beginning, the humanitarian ideal of a systematic education for all 
was combined with a mechanical pedagogy that invalidated it; and this 
weakness was the very point upon which the most vehement reformers 
were agreed. Witness Pestalozzi in How Gertrude Teaches Her Children, 
published in 1801 . “I believe that we must not dream of making progress 
in the instruction of the people as long as we have not found the forms 
of instruction which make of the teacher . . . the simple mechanical in- 
strument of a method which owes its results to the nature of its processes, 
and not to the ability of the one who uses it.” In that spirit the teacher, 
whose greatest gift is the capacity to inspire the love of his pupils and 
make use of that love for their own self-development, has been sedu- 
lously transformed into the pedagogical technician: the exponent and the 
victim of a method. Only with difficulty have real teachers survived that 
discipline. 

The mechanization of education, if conceived as early- as the sixteenth 
century, did not finally take hold on a large scale before the nineteenth 
century. Its ultimate perversion, as elaborated in the credit accountancy 
practiced in American schools and colleges, in which knowledge itself is 
reduced to that which can be automatically regurgitated in examinations 
and evaluated by mechanical devices, has become fully apparent only 
in our own day. But the essentially complementary nature of the various 
means that were invented for mechanizing the mind must be understood. 
Because of the ingrained anti-communal, anti-personal bias of the New 
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World ideology, all the great devices of liberation — not least of course 
the machine itself — tended to work in precisely the opposite direction. 
The axioms of tlys new education were well laid down by Alsted: they 
indicate how far the dissociation from the historic, the communal, the 
organic, the personal, had gone. Alsted addresses schooolmasters in these 
words: 

“Men are by nature a tabula rasa, on which nothing is written, and 
on which anything you please may be inscribed. . . . Man is by nature 
like a white line which can be given any colour . . . Men when first 
bom into the light of day are like stones out of which you may fashion 
any sort of figure.” From this time on every ruler of men will implicitly 
hold these words in mind when he seeks to maintain his power; every 
reformer will seek to make his will prevail by the same method: Con- 
dorcet will petition for national schools and Napoleon will establish them. 
The reasons will be lofty: education will speak for piety and the vocation 
of man, for reason and the Will of God, for the banishment of servile 
ignorance and the establishment of a more perfect society. But all these 
purposes will be betrayed by the intellectual method and the actual social 
context. The underlying aim of New World education will be the fabrica- 
tion of Mechanical Man: one who will accept the mechanical world pic- 
ture, who will submit himself to mechanical discipline, who in thought 
and act will enlarge the empire of the machine. 

Was this aim only imperfectly accomplished? Naturally enough; and 
that came about for an unshakable reason: the real world continued to 
exist, and men were forced from time to time to confront it even when 
their symbols led them astray. Large tracts of life never fitted, despite 
the most strenuous efforts, into the new ideology. Dickens was right: the 
circus manager, Sleary, knew more about life than the utilitarian edu- 
cator, Gradgrind. The new mechanical dream remained a dream no less 
than the old Christian dream of angels, sprites, demons. 

7: The Mechanical Idolum 

So it came about that the discovery of the New World, on all its levels, 
was a process which both extended and narrowed human experience. It 
covered vast territory, hitherto untraversed by the human mind, and it 
measured that territory accurately. There was no part of life, in fact, 
where instruments of measurement might not penetrate, to do away with 
uncertainty and guesswork: Torricelli used a column of mercury to meas- 
ure the pressure of air, and Sanctorius, with the aid of another tube of 
mercury, the thermometer, measured the heat of the human body. These 
measurements brought real gains in predicting the turn of the weather 
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or the reaction of the body in fever. Detail by detail, by a simple logical 
process, new knowledge was created; one conclusion — as Descartes 
pointed out — led inevitably to another, provided that on^ accustomed one- 
self to taking short steps, and did not attempt like the metaphysicians 
to cover the whole distance in a single jump. This continence, this patience, 
this restraint, were all admirable qualities. So far good. 

The new skeleton of knowledge was beautifully articulated: the bones 
were scraped and scoured with loving care: but the organs and the flesh 
had been removed, and the breath of life was gone. The interests of physi- 
cal science were indeed well symbolized by the figure that now became 
popular in art: the human skeleton. It appears in the earliest known 
printed woodcut, The Dance of Death; it then is repeated in pictures, on 
tombstones, on the frontispiece of books. Here was the irreducible geo- 
metrical form of the human body: all that was organic, therefore delicate, 
transitory, precarious, subtile, now was reduced to something solid, defi- 
nite, clear. Clarity at the expense of life. But what clarity! Read Galileo, 
Descartes, Spinoza, Newton, Locke: it is like taking a bath in crystal-clear 
water. Their universe is clean, neat, orderly, without smells, without 
flavors, without the rank odors of growth, impregnation, or decomposi- 
tion: above all, without the complications of real life. Their maps show 
the bare physical contours of the landscape: if one remains in the air 
they are adequate. But this new world picture gives no hint of the soil, 
the bacteria, the mat of vegetation, the animal life: it retreats from the 
dense atmosphere of actual experience to the stratosphere of its own rare- 
fied abstractions. All the forms and processes of reality, to which other 
ages had given a full, if muddied, expression by means of fable, super- 
stition, myth, allegory, now dropped off in the fresh water bath of science, 
as the barnacles that impede a ship drop off when it casts anchor in the 
channel of a mountain stream. 

No doubt the ship sailed faster: but what was it that dropped off? 
Precisely that which involves the community and the personality: organic 
experience, memory, feeling, the unconscious: the non-uniform and the 
non-repeatable: those very elements which cannot be acquired in a single 
sitting or repeated in a modest experiment: in short, human history, the 
results of life time, and the accumulation of lifetimes. Rene Descartes 
gave expression to the New World distrust of history in a significant 
passage in his Discourse on Method. “I fancied that those nations which, 
starting from a semi-barbarous state and advancing to civilization by slow 
degrees, have had their laws necessarily determined, as it were, forced 
upon them simply by the experience of the hurtfulness of particular crimes 
and disputes, would by this process come to be possessed of less perfect 
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institutions than those which, from the commencement of their association 
as communities, h^ve followed the appointments of some wise legislator.” 
This false simplicity, this deceptive neatness, were purchased at a price. 

For if the new 'mechanical order was strict and geometrical it allowed 
fitful, unexpected, speculative elements to gain the upper hand outside 
its narrow realm. And as anarchy forever lurks beneath the outward 
forms of tyranny, so chaos lurked beneath the uniformities of physical 
science. Once present time becomes more important than life’s manifold 
connections between past and future, the mere contemporaneity of events 
gives them a special value. Whatever is, is important, once origins and 
consequences are left out of account. Now, no small part of the merchant’s 
success between the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries often rested 
on his advance knowledge of accidental, unpredictable events: the break- 
ing out of a war might close a trade route, or a shortage of wheat in 
England might give an opportunity to corner the wheat market in Rostock. 
To get such information, big merchants and financiers had their agents 
posted in every part of Europe: the news furnished by such agents con- 
tributed in no small measure to the huge financial profits of the great 
Augsburg banking house, that of the Fuggers. These valuable private 
communications presently were gathered together to form a new institu- 
tion, the newspaper: the first on record was the Aviso, Relation, oder 
Zeitung, which began weekly publication in Augsburg in 1609. 

The newspaper was primarily a record of political and financial items: 
the price of com, the sailing of ships, rumors of war, reports of negotia- 
tions and treaties, announcements of new business enterprise. Dealing 
with the facts of human association, the newspaper’s contents was a litter 
of disconnected events. To have a place in a newspaper an event must 
have taken place in actual life; it must be reported by an eye-witness 
or indirectly obtained from one; above all, it must not be a product 
of rational thought or poetic imagination. The more singular an event, 
the more important it was for a newspaper. This disorderly collection 
of the contemporaneous events was, in a sense, a massive counterpoise 
to baroque uniformity. What now? What next? are the questions that 
arise before the reader of the newspaper. To become acquainted with 
disconnected happenings, day by day, week by week, imported new ex- 
citements into an otherwise increasingly regular and uniform existence. 
The newspaper bound together the scattered fragments of life by the sim- 
ple mechanical device of putting them all under the same dateline. 

As with many other inventions, the social function preceded the me- 
chanical instrument. Just as photography appeared in the realism of the 
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Low Country painters centuries before Daguerre’s great invention, so 
love of news preceded the newspaper. In 1550 Robert Qrowley said: 

Some men do delight , 

strange news to invent 

Of this man’s doing 
and that man’s intent; 

What is done in France 
and in the emperor’s land ; 

And what thing the Scots 
do now take in hand ; 

What the king and his council 
do intend to do; 

Though for the most part 
it be nothing so. 

As time went on, the tempo of news increased: by the beginning of 
the eighteenth century a daily paper. The Daily Courant, appeared in 
London. Decade by decade the local news included more varied items 
and the foreign news more distant items; and decade by decade the news 
was presented more quickly and the number of editions multiplied, till 
finally by the twentieth century, the reader of newspapers expected fresh 
news from hour to hour, and the trivial became important as long as it 
could be served up as news. This combination of rigorous periodicity and 
mechanical proficiency with social fragmentation and disorganization 
makes the newspaper a true symbol of the new world picture. With all 
its mechanical triumphs, with all its uniformities, this new order remained 
pseudo-rational: indeed, it was a systematic devaluation of rational order. 
In the newspaper and the encyclopedia the external order of the calendar 
and the alphabet concealed the conflicts and irrationalities of actual ex- 
istence: the absence of true organic relationships in either life or mind. 

In such a dispersed and scattered world, a world of random events, 
inarticulate “news,” it would seem absurd to look for any comprehensive 
synthesis. If this feat is conceivable, it will be only within the limited 
world of mechanics: certainly Newton’s Laws of Gravitation came close 
to such an achievement. Not that the attempt will remain unmade: so great 
is the need for unity in every period that partial syntheses, pro-syntheses, 
now make their appearance in greater number than ever: for the culmina- 
tion of the baroque effort is a series of philosophical systems, each one 
of which attempts to encompass, on the basis of a purely personal vision, 
every part of the universe. 

The great mark of these systems is their solid contempt for their sue- 
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cessors and their contemporaries: there is no attempt to fit, to articulate, 
to inter-relate, to Jmild: that effort was ended with Thomas Aquinas. No: 
now each philosopher is a despot in his own right: he has his private 
system, his own cbde of laws, his own way of looking at things: you shall 
see every part of the world through his eyes, no more, no less: if hy 
chance he takes as his starting point another philosophic system, it is 
only for the sake of pushing it farther away from him when he leaps. 

Spinoza sought to build the certainties of God and political freedom 
and ethical order on a few well-chosen postulates and theorems about 
life: Descartes combined geometry with experiments in physics and me- 
chanics to arrive at certainty: Leibnitz, with a profounder logic and an 
amazing wealth of curiosity and scholarly skill, came perhaps nearer 
than any other to open the way to a true synthesis; his only serious rival 
before Kant was Vico. But all these efforts were partial, incomplete: in 
their tidiness they disregarded the complexities of existence, and in their 
attempt to establish exact truth they forgot, until Vico reminded them, 
that truth may lie outside the bounds of mathematical inventory. The 
very agreement on method that made scientific advance possible lessened 
the likelihood of synthesis: for that agreement left out of account the 
whole nature of man and nullified his subjective creations. 

8: The Emergence of “Modern Man” 

These, then, were the ideological foundations of “Modem Man.” The 
concept of Modern Man must be taken as an historical term which 
covers a type of existence, a mode of thought and social life, an ego and 
a super-ego, which first took shape around the fifteenth century. The word 
modern was used to distinguish the contemporary beliefs of this period 
from those which were held by the ancients: later it became a term of 
special eulogy, as the moderns became more proud of their achievements 
and more confident of their position. Nothing that twentieth century man 
sang in self-praise could surpass that which Voltaire bestowed on the 
seventeenth century. And by now the triumph of Modem Man has re- 
sulted in a profound irony: he himself is dated — as dated as the “ad- 
vanced” men and women in Bernard Shaw’s early plays. 

The very word modern comes from a Latin word which means “just 
now.” To be modem means, accordingly, to be in the mode: that is, fash- 
ionable — which means to discard the past as one would discard last year’s 
garment, and to wear the same uniform as one’s contemporaries. In the 
sixteenth century the term “new-fangled” was still a constant epithet of 
reproach: Philip of Spain later classes “innovators” with insolvents, mal- 
contents, and lawless men. But presently the newness of a custom ceased 
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to weigh against it: to smoke a pipe, to ride in a stagecoach, to eat 
potatoes, to drink tea, to prefer Descartes to Aristotle 01; Swift to Juvenal 
ceased to be a daring solecism. Change, innovation, progress, became the 
order of the day. With this a new faith dawned: the lafest and newest is 
the best. So let us act “that each tomorrow finds us farther than today.” 
The calendar simplified the whole problem of values: to be outdated wa9 
to be emptied of value. That was too simple. 

In brief, Modern Man was an ideological scarecrow: a creature formed 
during the period of expansion, and destined to live only as long as the 
conditions and needs that gave rise to him continued in existence. Being 
the product of an age of expansion, he believed whole-heartedly, fervidly, 
in movement and locomotion: no small part of his existence was devoted 
to accelerating the speed of the sailing ship, the railroad train, or the 
airplane. The abstractions of time, energy, and money are more real to 
him than any other system of abstractions, and from them he deduces 
a quantitative ideal of life: more energy, more speed, more motion, more 
money, more time. By crowding his sensations and multiplying the event- 
fulness of his days, he hoped to achieve a fuller life: the speedup, so far 
from being a recent device to get more work out of the factory operative, 
is a universal conception. Modern Man believes in the mechanical world 
picture, not as a useful instrument of order — which it is — but as a final 
revelation of truth. Whatever does not fit into this idolum ceases to be 
real. Objective uniformity: subjective chaos. 

Modern Man fashioned himself for the conquest of the external world: 
he had faith in machines and that faith was justified by works. He pro- 
jected the infantile dream of limitless power upon adult society and 
looked forward to a time when a push button would command food as 
easily as the infant’s cry brings the bottle or the breast. But after four 
centuries of strenuous effort his mythic powers are still illusory. Despite 
his machines he starves in the midst of plenty: despite his knowledge of 
distant stars and intra-atomic worlds, the civilization he has created has 
given rise to a barbarism that now has swept across the planet. In a series 
of world wars and world revolutions Modem Man has in fact been pain- 
fully committing suicide. 



CHAPTER VIII. THE INSURGENCE OF 

ROMANTICISM 


1: Faith in Progress 

“Energetic faith in the possibilities of social progress has been first 
reached through the philosophy of sensation and experience.” Those 
words of John Morley referred to the working beliefs of Locke and 
Newton; but the more one ponders this generalization the more it wears 
an air of paradox. Christianity had at least believed in Heaven as a goal, 
but the new mechanist philosophy, banishing Heaven, removed values 
even from the earth. What hopes, what guarantees, could that philosophy 
give for a better future? 

Progress, however, may be considered in two ways: getting closer to 
a goal or getting farther away from a starting point. The exponents of 
progress, taking their own superiority for granted, emphasized the second 
meaning. What Hume, Voltaire, or d’Holbach meant by progress was the 
casting loose from a past crippled by negative values: brutality, supersti- 
tion, ignorance, misery. 

The belief in social improvement rested upon a new confidence in 
man’s native impulses and his power to master his own destiny: its very 
optimism released the actions that justified it and delivered the emanci- 
pated minds of the eighteenth and nineteenth century from that tired 
worldly wisdom, that despair which excused lethargy, that pessimism 
which condoned injustice, into which Christianity had finally settled. But 
intelligent observers had premonitions of disaster even at the very peak 
of achievement. Thus as early as the sixteenth century Louis le Roy had 
observed that “it is to be feared that, having reached so great excellence, 
power, wisdom, books, industries will decline, as has happened in the 
past, and disappear.” And at the beginning of the eighteenth century the 
Due de Saint-Simon describes the forebodings of his eminent contempo- 
rary, Marshal Catinat, as follows: “He deplored the errors of the time, 
which he saw follow each other in endless succession: the deliberate dis- 
couragement of zeal, the spread of luxury . . . Looking at the signs 
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of the times, he thought he discovered every element of the impending 
destruction of the State, and used to say that the kingdom would never 
be replaced on a sound foundation till there had been a very dangerous 
outburst of disorder.” 

What was a foreboding to Marshal Catinat became, to the philosophes 
of the eighteenth century, a promise. They measured progress by the 
number of obsolete institutions that mankind could discard and leave 
behind; and unlike le Roy, they could not conceive that the direction of 
history might change. Progress thus became an automatic denial of the 
past. “Reverse the usual practice,” said Rousseau, “and you will almost 
always do right.” The reformers looked upon the institutions of society, 
not as organic expressions of its life, but as artificial and largely malicious 
instruments for frustrating its natural activities and keeping mankind in 
chains. By natural they meant “institutionless,” and by free they meant 
historically unconditioned. In this sense, even those who despised Rous- 
seau believed in a return to nature: non-historic nature, as conceived by 
the mechanists. 

“Where can the perfectibility of man stop,” demanded Mercier in his 
eighteenth century utopia, The Year 2440, “armed with geometry and the 
mechanical arts and chemistry?” This was one of the first of the futurist 
utopias, and it is significant that it coupled the salvation of man with 
the improvement of the machine: that was the fresh article of faith. 

From now on, a new division discloses itself in society: it cuts across 
many of the class divisions, for it splits society up into those who wish 
to go forward and those who wish to stay behind: the party of progress 
and the party of order, as Comte was to call them: the radical and the 
conservative. The first was optimistic about the nature of man and poured 
contempt on the doctrine of original sin; this party believed in the benefi- 
cence of invention, particularly mechanical invention ; in politics it favored 
republicanism, or at least sought to do away with ancient privileges, and 
it was so bitterly against the past that it would abolish even those priv- 
ileges, like the rights of commons, which kept the poor peasant from 
being completely excluded from the land; in economics, it long favored 
free trade and free enterprise. The conservative party not merely resisted 
all the changes the radicals proposed: it clung to the existing institutions 
of the State, the Army, and the Church, and attributed the evils that had 
grown up around them either to man’s original sin or the just punishment 
visited by God upon a world of sinners: it was reluctant to accept new 
inventions, except when the possibilities of profit muffled the fear of 
change; and clinging to the old, merely because it was old, the party of 
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order cast disrepute even on those areas of the past which were truly 
alive, or truly vforthy of rehabilitation. 

This split was,a new phenomenon. It contrasted with the great radical 
movements of the Middle Ages which were based on a return to an earlier, 
apostolic conception of Christianity and sought to better the future by 
restoring the past. Now the conservatives claimed the past for themselves: 
it was they who nourished the sentiments attached to love of soil, to tradi- 
tion, to ancient customs and arts: rural life was their special province. 
And the radicals, in turn, claimed an exclusive patent on the future: they 
were sure it would belong solely to them; and in their haste to stake out 
this territory, they underestimated the tenacity of tradition and were over- 
confident of their capacity to transform society by edict, law, commerce, 
or education. Because of this split between the party of the past and the 
party of the future, radicalism deprived itself of roots and conservatism 
of fresh shoots: both cut themselves off from life. 

But note the effect of the doctrine of progress, in the shallow form it 
took during the eighteenth century: its gains were not cumulative but 
transitory. Now novelty became a merit and change of any sort a source 
of hope. For the fashionable exponent of progress, the architecture of 
the Gothic cathedrals was incredibly ugly; the regulations of the guilds 
were uniformly mischievous; the rituals and ceremonies of the Christian 
Churches were hopeless manifestations of human imbecility. One can 
hardly doubt that Denis Diderot’s growing dislike for his friend, Rous- 
Seau, rested on his conviction that the solitary hermit, beloved by the 
medieval church, was downright wicked — and therefore anyone who for- 
went society, guarded his own soul, and lived on simple fare, like a hermit, 
was equally wicked. Beneath the radical’s very love for change there lay 
an implicit finality: the notion that his own philosophy rested on founda- 
tions that could not slip. He knew that the past held a Genghis Khan; 
he did not for a moment anticipate that the future might contain a Hitler. 

2: The Irrationality of “Reason” 

Though the eighteenth century is often called the Age of Reason, that 
epithet belongs more to the century that preceded it. The mind of the 
eighteenth century was in fact riven by a series of deep-seated conflicts 
that reason was unable to remove: the conflicts between rival social classes, 
between rival political orders, between rival ideologies. Indeed, many 
of the best minds of the eighteenth century ceased to look upon reason 
as an influence on human conduct or as a shaper of institutions. Mon- 
tesquieu attributed the differences in human institutions chiefly to the 
external influence of physiography and climate; Edmund Burke saw the 
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very essence of society in tradition and custom, mute feelings and dumb 
allegiances; while Rousseau, who sought to supply political institutions 
with a rational sanction, was himself the great leader in ,the revolt against 
reason. Reason — by which I mean the attempt to include all the facts 
of life within a comprehensive and intelligible order — was never more in 
contempt than in the Age of Reason. But a pliant reasonableness, based 
upon polite conformity and well-controlled emotion, was perhaps never 
more widely in evidence. 

Unconsciously, the eighteenth century continued to live on the scraps 
and dregs of medieval culture: in particular, it retained a naive belief 
in divine providence. At a time when the kernel of institutional Chris- 
tianity had almost dried up, the husk gave forth a faint aroma that per- 
vaded society. The belief in providence might be stated cynically, as in 
Mandeville’s The Fable of the Bees, where the author established to his 
own satisfaction that the grossest private vices might, through their in- 
fluence on trade and invention, become public benefits. Or it might be 
stated pragmatically, in the belief of Turgot and the physiocrats that 
by removing restraints on trade a multitude of individual efforts would, 
even through competition and cross purposes, create a larger quantity of 
wealth than any effort at mercantilist regulation. When examined these 
beliefs, like the belief in progress, turned out to rest on a pure act of 
faith. 

What many of the thinkers of the eighteenth century looked upon as 
reason was rather its deliberate renunciation: a willingness to overlook: 
the irrational, the mysterious, the immediately unintelligible, and a will- 
ingness to treat as real only those parts of experience that were open to 
the external observer and could be readily made plain. The very clarity 
of the best prose of the eighteenth century, at least among the English 
and French writers, is perhaps a sign that its leading thinkers never bit 
off more than they could chew. Only if one accepts the fact that the 
representatives of “reason” made no serious demands for an over-all 
rationality can one explain the contradictions in their policy and their 
conduct: the great libertarian philosophers, like Voltaire and Diderot, 
court the favors of despots — in the name of freedom! The great theorist 
of democracy and education according to nature placed his model pupil 
in the hands of a private tutor and showed how he would educate a young 
prince, not a citizen. Reason would demand that the philosopher should 
be aware of these contradictions even if he were incapable of reconciling 
them. 

If we wish to discover the profoundest tendencies of a culture, we must 
often seek them in their most abstract manifestations, in philosophy and 
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art. This is perhaps especially true during this period of social upheaval 
and revolution, when the visible institutions are no longer representative. 
It was not in the bloody operations of the guillotine in 1793 that the 
forces of revolution and disintegration showed themselves most clearly; 
for behind the Reign of Terror were centuries of human anguish, the 
sense of old wrongs and new promises; impulses that took shape in a 
demand for justice as well as in a demand for revenge: indeed, even 
the punishment rested upon social premises, however brutally these showed 
themselves. No: it is in the apparently innocent lucubrations of David 
Hume that the real Reign of Terror began: the beginnings of a nihilism 
that has reached its full development only in our own times. In his 
Enquiry on Human Understanding the assault upon historic filiations and 
human reason reached a pitch of cool destructiveness. Hume used the 
technical processes of reason to sap its very foundations. He was far 
more radical in his attack than Rousseau, far more devastating than 
d’Holbach or La Mettrie. 

Hume’s essential doctrine was the autonomy of raw human impulse 
and the absolutism of raw sensation. In analyzing cause and effect, he 
broke down the rational connection between human events to a bald 
sequence of abstract sensations in time. That, however, was a mere refine- 
ment of Locke’s analysis of sensations as the building-stones of “ideas,” 
and in terms of isolated sense experience Hume’s description was the 
most accurate report possible of the operation of one agent upon another. 
Rut Hume went much further. A passion, for him, was an original exist- 
ence: it did not derive from any sense impression or copy any other 
existence: impulses were primordial in a fashion that was not true for 
any response to the outer world. “When I am angry,” Hume wrote, “I 
am actually possessed with passion, and in that emotion have no more 
reference to any other object than when I am thirsty or sick, or more 
than five feet high. It is impossible, therefore, that this passion can be 
opposed by, or be contradictory to truth or reason.” 

According to this principle, Hume went on to show, there are only 
two ways in which any affection can be called unreasonable: first, when 
a passion is founded on the belief in the existence of objects which do 
not really exist, as when fear in the dark is based upon the supposition 
of a non-existing brute lying in wait in the bushes, or when, in carrying 
out a passion, we choose means insufficient for the end. “Where a passion 
is neither founded on false suppositions nor chooses means insufficient 
for the end, the understanding can neither justify it nor condemn it. It is 
not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the 
scratching of my finger.” 
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One could not caricature this doctrine if one wanted to. In the last 
sentence Hume has done so beyond further challenge: it stands self- 
condemned. But if one pursues the implications of this philosophy, one 
sees that this imperturbable philosopher has arrived at a position of abso- 
lute nihilism: Turgeniev’s Bazarov, in Fathers and Sons, is a mere ama- 
teur in moral devastation by comparison. For Hume not merely confirms 
the absolutism of sensations — and completely overlooks the mediation of 
sensations through symbols — but he completes this work with an absolut- 
ism of brute impulse: he unites a despotism of the outer world with a 
despotism of the ego, or rather, of the id. Life as he pictured it was life 
in the raw — with a rawness the most primitive savage never exhibited. 
In his own plain words, the passions that possess man are above reason 
and beyond reason. 

Hume’s philosophy rejects the social background; it refuses to admit 
the social interpretation of events or the social (symbolic) nature of their 
analysis; it turns its back upon social responsibilities; it shows human 
beings as living in a moment-to-moment continuum in which the appetites 
alone have an unqualified claim to existence, and in which no impulses 
can be called good or bad, rational or irrational, since every impulse 
that is founded on the existence of real objects and is pursued with appro- 
priate means is ipso facto reasonable. Raskolnikov’s murder of the old 
woman for her money, like Hitler’s wiping out of the center of Rotterdam, 
are both in Hume’s creed entirely reasonable affairs — though Hitler’s in- 
vasion of Russia would be unreasonable because it chose means that were 
insufficient to its end. 

This erroneous conclusion necessarily overtakes every theory that ex- 
cludes values from the fundamental substratum of all human experience: 
Hume’s office was to make the error so openly that it becomes a classic 
clarification. Since value is integral to all human experience, a theory 
that eliminates value as a primary ingredient inevitably smuggles it back 
again by making sensations or impulses, as such, the seat of value; whereas 
value comes into existence through man’s primordial need, to distinguish 
between life-maintaining and life-destroying processes, and to distribute 
his interests and his energies accordingly. Here lies the main function of 
reason: that of relating and apportioning the facts of experience into an 
intelligible and livable whole. Reason inter-connects events that Hume 
analytically tears apart: for the purest sensation, the most immediate 
passion, takes place in a world of values, logical order, social duties, by 
which sensation and impulse are modified, into which they are integrated. 
Reason is as fundamental a part of the human equipment as bones, skin, 
viscera, nerves: by a constant process of relation and apportionment, by 
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suppressing this impulse and by encouraging that, it maintains man’s self 
and his communify in a state of psychic wholeness. 

Reasonable conduct is conduct that holds together in history and that 
endures under the strain of conflict and challenge: it tends toward con- 
tinuity, intelligibility, and harmony. Not merely must an impulse com- 
pose its claims with other impulses: it must be modified, in turn, within 
a larger social context, with respect to the needs and claims of other men, 
present and distant. So far from having the purely supernumerary role 
that reason has in Hume’s analysis, impotent to affect sensation or im- 
pulse, reason performs a constant, active function in the human economy. 
In pursuing the Life of Reason man grasps the reason of life. Even the 
most barefaced processes of rationalization are attempts to give an ap- 
pearance of harmony to irrational or self-limiting conduct. 

Order, continuity, intelligibility, symbolic expression, in a word, de- 
sign — all these are basic in human behavior: no less basic than sensation, 
impulse, irrational desire. To conceive life at the level of the id is to 
forget that the id is organically bound to the ego and the super-ego, and 
that when interplay between these portions of the personality ceases, a 
profound disorientation of the whole personality, tending toward destruc- 
tive aggression or toward suicide, must follow. Within the narrow his- 
toric compass of this book we have already seen this take place in three 
widely separated periods — and we are now living through a fourth. This, 
incidentally, explains why pleasure and pain, which are the body’s me- 
chanical regulators of behavior, are entirely insufficient to provide a basis 
for rational conduct or vital expression. If pleasure were in any sense the 
ultimate end of life, suicide by an inhalation of nitrous oxide, followed 
by a last insensible whiff of carbon monoxide, might be the last word in 
human bliss. 

Giovanni Battista Vico, the Neapolitan, saw the implications of this 
nihilistic movement in both life and philosophy even before Hume 
had brought them to a final formulation: for Vico remarked, according 
to Flint, that the new philosophy tended to “dissociate men, to lose sight 
of humanity, nations, and families, in the contemplation of isolated indi- 
viduals. This individualism or atomism in philosophy was viewed by him 
with a persistent aversion.” 

Hume’s mission was simply to carry the current atomism to its logical 
conclusion: the world became a dissociated flux of sensations and the 
self became a magma of impulses that might occasionally erupt into life 
without following any orderly channels in descent. No society could 
manifestly exist on such ultra-nominalist premises. If Hume’s ideological 
disintegration was far more complete than the social disintegration, that 
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was partly because it was easier to explain away reason than to live for 
a day without having some recourse to it. After all, tHe very society that 
nurtured Hume could also raise the magnificent hulk of Dr. Samuel John- 
son, who in his piety and orthodoxy would keep hold of a truth Hume 
denied and his contemporaries sought to confound. “Whatever withdraws 
us from the power of our senses; whatever makes the past, the distant, 
or the future predominate over the present, advances us in the dignity 
of thinking human beings. Far from me or from my friends be such 
frigid philosophy as may conduct us, indifferent and unmoved, over any 
ground that has been dignified by wisdom, bravery, or virtue.” (Journal 
of a Trip to the Hebrides.) If those beliefs had bgen dominant in the 
New World philosophy, one might better have called this period the Age 
of Reason. 

In practice, one must add, Hume recoiled from his own strict analysis. 
Having used his logic to dissolve all the connections of cause and effect, 
to remove value from sensation, to dissociate impulse from intelligence, 
Hume cast doubt upon the very instruments he had used to accomplish 
this astonishing result — and so recoiled into the world of history and 
social convention. No one would have been more distressed than Hume 
if anyone had taken his metaphysics seriously; actually nothing alarmed 
him more than raw impulse. One remembers with a smile his discomfort 
over Rousseau’s tearful demonstration of gratitude for being rescued from 
his persecutors by Hume: “My dear sir! my dear sir!” 

3: Rousseau and the Natural Man 

Rousseau’s role was a quite different one from that of the corrosive 
Hume. In breaking with the existing habits and conventions of society, 
he even broke with its typical product, the sensationist philosophy itself. 
Though Rousseau was at one with Hume in giving a fresh sanction to 
impulse, he sought to bestow even on his most singular beliefs the force 
of a social prescription. This radical belief in man sprang out of Rous- 
seau’s capacity for love, and it is what made his influence so much more 
fecund, so much more rejuvenating, than that of his great rival Voltaire. 

Voltaire, the petted Lucifer of the salons, satirized, criticized, and con- 
demned the more obvious abuses of his society, in particular those associ- 
ated with the Christian Churches: he did this on one condition, namely, 
that their correction should not deplete his income or reform his habits 
of life. The most unsparing of critics, the one institution Voltaire regarded 
as sacrosanct was himself. Voltaire laughed at Leibnitz, whom he was 
incapable of understanding, because he had said that this was the best 
of all possible worlds, in that it provided the maximum amount of order 
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compatible with the maximum amount of variety. But Voltaire demanded 
that for himself tBis should, in fact, be the best world possible, and he 
scrupled at no dodge that would make it so. 

Rousseau was far more conservative than either Hume or Voltaire: 
what he rejected lay on the surface; what he valued and clung to were 
the humble things that a sophisticated age either took lightly or altogether 
despised: the wisdom of Jesus, the wealth of the lowly. Rousseau knew 
that the outer structure of society was rotten and was about to collapse. 
“The crisis is approaching,” he proclaimed in Emile, “and we are on 
the edge of a revolution. Who can answer for your fate? What man has 
made, man may destroy. . . . This farmer of the taxes, who can live 
only on gold, what will he do in poverty? This haughty fool who cannot 
use his own hands, who prides himself on what is not really his, what 
will he do when he is stripped of all? But he who loses his crown and 
lives without it, is more than a king; from the rank of a king, which may 
be held by a coward, a villain, or a madman, he rises to the rank of a 
man, a position few can fill.” 

Rousseau, with all his frailties and minor vanities, was a much larger 
figure than any of his contemporaries: he was the Lao-tse of an age that 
gave its homage to a Machiavellian Confucius. To Voltaire Rousseau once 
wrote: “You enjoy, but I hope; and hope embellishes all.” Rousseau’s 
only true rival was the less famous Vico, a perhaps sounder but no less 
imaginative thinker. In Rousseau the revolt against despotism, regimen- 
tation, exploitation, slavery, polite conformity, callous mechanization, 
stifling luxury, life-denying custom, received both its formulation and its 
incarnation. His words rang all over Europe and America, and his visible 
presence reinforced them. He not merely threw the ornate rococo cos- 
tume off the figure of contemporary man: he demolished the elegant 
automaton he found beneath it. 

At the very height of the Augustan age, Virgil wrote his Eclogues. In 
the most refined and polished country in Europe, at the moment when 
life as a whole had become an elaborate artifice, Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
wrote his famous essay for the Academy at Dijon, affirming that progress 
in the arts and sciences had depraved morals. The grounds of the argu- 
ment were specious, but the impulse was salutary. Like a sick dog, Rous- 
seau had gone out to eat grass. 

Rousseau was sufficiently dependent upon polished society to hate it, 
and sufficiently outside it coolly to understand its workings. The young 
house-boy who had become Madame de Warens’s lover knew the cold 
sexual curiosity of the stylish woman as well as the maternal warmth 
which, in his special case, had redeemed it. The young lackey who had 
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blamed a fellow servant for a theft committed by himself would know 
something about human conduct that could not he Explained away on 
purely mechanical or utilitarian principles: the sense, of guilt, the desire 
for self-expiation and reparation would follow the sinner almost to his 
grave. Unlike the philosophes, he would not turn his back on a religion 
that recognized man’s deep need for forgiveness. The habit of masturba- 
tion would increase Rousseau’s shyness; an inflamed urethra would make 
him a diffident, if not an incompetent, lover; he would even rationalize 
his sexual weaknesses as chastity. But for these flaws he might have sub- 
sided to the plane of animal heartiness upon which his early friend, 
Diderot, conducted his sentimental life. But Rousseau’s sins served him 
well. His handicaps saved the young dandy who came to Paris wearing 
a sword and boasting a couple of dozen fine linen shirts. The essay that 
brought him fame at the age of thirty-eight eventually caused him to live 
according to his inner convictions. 

Rousseau’s attempt to live a more simple, integrated life than current 
society offered was an entirely salutary one; but his rejection of the fool- 
ish conventions of his own culture was based upon two profound errors. 
One was that man in the state of nature was a solitary who stood above 
human conventions and human restrictions. The other followed from this: 
that man in society is less in a state of nature than if he existed purely on 
the level of his original animal needs. Rousseau opposed to man as we 
find him in history, associated in space and time with his fellows, rarely 
out of sight, never out of mind — he opposed to historic man a “natural” 
man who remained outside history. Did not development for Rousseau 
mean complications, compulsions, corruptions? Beholding the society 
around him in a state of palpable disintegration, Rousseau argued in 
favor of a primitive state of non-development. Out of his knowledge of 
good and evil, Rousseau led a retreat back to mankind’s abandoned 
Eden, and beat in vain upon its gates. 

Though Rousseau’s noble savage existed chiefly in his own mind, he 
nevertheless was on the trail of an important notion: the notion, shared 
by Vico, that if one could behold the human race in its embryonic state 
one would know something significant about its adult form. The search for 
the primitive involves the idea of growth and development. His admira- 
tion for the crude, the indigenous, the barbarous, for the first time brought 
home the full importance of the explorations Western man was making 
in America, Africa, Polynesia: he crystallized as a theory, indeed as a 
dogma, convictions that many people had expressed more loosely in the 
previous two centuries: witness the pamphlet of Walter Hamond, pub- 
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lished in London in 1640, “proving that the inhabitants of the Isle called 
Madagascar . . . .are the happiest people in the World.” 

And if the real savage had little to teach about man’s future, except 
by marking an earlier starting point, he had much to tell about the possi- 
bilities of fixation and arrest. Civilization itself had been a formidable 
invention: as costly, as dangerous, as the original Promethean gift of 
fire. Civilization was founded on the astronomical calendar, on written 
language, on the higher division of labor, and on the translation of habits 
and institutions into permanent buildings, monuments, cities: it marked 
a bold departure from the fossilization of tribal societies: a gain in free- 
dom, an intensification of life, which might be paid for in a disintegration 
against which the primitives rigorously protected themselves. Static, 
tribal societies were closer to the heartwood, further from the cambium 
layer where growth takes place. 

But primitive peoples are as deeply enmeshed in social obligations as 
their more cultivated brothers: there lies Rousseau’s main error. If man 
is everywhere in chains, as Rousseau said, this is particularly true of 
savage society, as it is of the peasant communities that Rousseau likewise 
respected. The savage’s chains were not forged by his subservience to 
nature; they were rather due to his submission to his own past selves. 
Fear kept primitive man close to his ancestral patterns: fear kept him 
chained to accidental successes to which he gave the force of law and 
sacred prescription. Rigidity, not spontaneity, is the mark of tribal so- 
cieties: repetition, not continued growth. The resistance to change is what 
gives a timeless quality, among savage peoples, to even the most trivial 
custom. Much of this rigidity, indeed, still left its mark on earlier civiliza- 
tions like those of Babylonia and Egypt; and it has persisted in the best- 
preserved cultures, like those of the Chinese, the Jews, and the Hindus. 
Change, mobility, self-development, free adaptation of means to needs — 
all this demands the complex forms of civilization, and brings with it an 
unstable social order, whose depths of corruption are commensurate with 
its |»ossible heights. 

Rousseau’s fanciful portrait of man in a state of nature, his glorifica- 
tion of primitive simplicity, was essentially false: but he was not wrong 
in thinking that primitive life had values which no civilization can afford 
permanently to forfeit. What made his philosophy suddenly carry weight 
was the fact that Western man found himself face to face with nature in 
his colonization of the New World and in those audacious explorations 
which Bougainville and Cook were conducting during the eighteenth cen- 
tury. The cult of nature was itself an old one. Petrarch had spurned the 
arts of the city and said: “Let the soft and luxurious men of wealth be far 
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removed from our neighborhood. Let them enjoy their hot baths and 
brothels, great halls and dining places, while we delight in woods, moun- 
tains, meadows, and streams.” Erasmus, in his Praise of Folly, had ob- 
served that those are the most happy “that have lea§t commerce with 
Science and follow the guidance of Nature.” Piero di Cosimo, as Vasari 
describes him, would not allow his rooms to be swept, ate when he felt 
hungry, and would never suffer the fruit trees of his garden to be pruned 
or trained, leaving the vines to grow and trail along the ground, “for he 
loved to see everything wild, saying that nature ought to be allowed to 
look after itself. He would often go to see animals, herbs, or any freak 
of nature, and his contentment and satisfaction he enjoyed by himself.’’ 
In short, Rousseau had forerunners and anticipators. * 

But there is a difference between idealizing the noble savage and be-\ 
lieving in a natural order. The latter belief is a salutary corrective to \ 
human willfulness and misunderstanding; but it was easy, almost inevi- 
table, that in the eighteenth century the two should be confused. Thus 
William Penn, one of the wisest of Quakers, advocated studying nature: 
“Let us begin where she begins and end where she ends, and we cannot 
miss being good naturalists.” Not equally sound, however, was his praise 
of the Indians’ life, on the ground that “they are not disquieted with bills 
of lading and exchange, nor perplexed with Chancery suits and Exchequer 
reckonings. We sweat and toil to live; their pleasure feeds them; I mean 
their hunting, fishing, and fowling.” Penn here overlooked the main 
point: that if hunting was a happier artifice than a bill of lading, the life 
of the Indians, sufficient unto itself, left a smaller residue of truths and 
values for mankind. 

Here Shakespeare was much wiser than the admirers of the primitive; 
indeed, it is hardly too much to say that in The Tempest he not only antici- 
pated Rousseau but wisely answered him. If Caliban is more foul and 
brutal than the worst savage, it is only because Shakespeare conceived 
him as a more primordial form, while the real primitive is subject to 
restraints, conventions, values which the idealizers of primitive life mis- 
takenly pictured as absent. Brute power, brute impulse, brute intelligence, 
nurtured outside society, would produce only a race of Calibans. But 
Shakespeare’s island has other inhabitants who personify wisdom, love, 
spirit: these are representations of man in his true state of nature — a state 
as proper to him as that in which the bison or the tiger find themselves. 
The theme of natural life cannot be divorced from man’s dream of tran- 
scending the limitations of his own nature: the impulse toward the divine. 
Man dominates the other creatures of the planet because he has never 
been content with himself. He is indeed such stuff as dreams are made on: 
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the dream, the wish, the ideal are organically bound to his very animal 
existence. 

What was man, then, apart from what his institutions had made or 
mis-made him? This question plagued many of Rousseau’s contempora- 
ries. It was prompted by various spectacular events: by the discovery of 
a Wild Boy in England and a Wild Girl in France: by face-to-face con- 
tact with the unhappy Eskimo whom Cartwright brought back to London 
from Labrador, or with the Polynesian, Oomai, whom Captain Fourneaux 
brought back to Europe in 1774. All these figures sharpened the problem 
of man’s development. How did man come to be human? What turned the 
guttural throat noises of the wild creature into human language? Yico, 
too, had earlier labored to interpret this miracle of miracles, the achieve- 
ment of articulate speech and significant communication; he imagined 
the existence of an Ursprache. And he, too, felt that barbarism might 
prove a necessary means of rejuvenation. 

This fascination with the primitive was not just a literary speculation; 
common men shared it. Sailors going ashore in the Pacific would jump 
ship, with small prospect of being picked up again, lured by the spectacle 
of sensuous ease and wild felicity: coconuts, breadfruit, dazzling tropical 
landscapes, and amorous dalliance with brown maidens who were easier 
than coconuts to pluck. In the American woods the frontiersman, dressed 
in deerskin coat and “leatherstocking,” with a hunting knife always in 
his belt, learned to live by his unbridled wits and animal courage, like his 
near neighbors, the Indians themselves. The oceans and the prairies were 
beginning to be peopled by Ishmaels such as Cooper was to describe in 
The Prairie and Melville in Moby Dick. On the level of sensation, appe- 
tite, and impulse, on the level described metaphysically by Hume, primi- 
tive life seemed to have the better of civilized existence. Those who were 
in revolt against the injustices of society found an outlet for themselves 
on die frontier. There, subject to nature, they could have life on their own 
terms. 

Rousseau’s idealizations of natural man did not, plainly, rest on any 
extensive anthropological inquiry: it was not a judgment about facts, but 
a device of criticism, a program of reform. Rousseau himself — becoming 
“crude, rough, impolite out of principle” — was one of the chief models 
for the natural man. He properly sought to make his criticism more effec- 
tive by living up to his own precepts; in that respect his thought had an 
organic quality not shared by many other thinkers and reformers. But 
Rousseau did this as a man of his own time and culture, by marrying an 
illiterate and uncouth girl, because she was good to him, by living in a 
cottage and earning a pittance copying music by hand, by steadfastly re- 



278 THE CONDITION OF MAN 

ducing his physical wants. His natural man was in fact closer to the 
peasant than the noble savage: his spartanism came dii^ct from Plutarch’s 
Sparta, not from the Five Nations. 

To live in the country and enjoy its solitude; to Be free from minor 
obligations of attendance and courtesy; to be in harmony with the peasant 
and artisan, capable of sitting down at their table and enjoying their 
crude food; to use the empty hours for lonely rambles through the coun- 
tryside; to gather plants for a herbarium and take pleasure in watching 
the processes of growth — these were the new elements in life as Rousseau 
conceived it and lived it. What he meant by living according to nature 
was this retreat into a rural environment, this pursuit of simplicity and 
integrity, this sympathy with the poor and the humble. The prescription, 
given the time and the place, was a sane and liberating one: instead of 
a hard veneer of manners, feeling and spontaneous affection: instead of a 
mechanical ceremonial, a human response appropriate to the moment: 
instead of a complicated ecclesiastical scheme of salvation, based on 
original sin and fed by the love of power it condemned, the simple moral- 
ity of the Savoyard Vicar, with its direct appeal to the goodness of human 
nature and the universal nature of goodness. 

Here was the basis for a new manner of living and a new education. 
Thousands would read Rousseau’s books and imitate his example: mil- 
lions who had never heard of his books would finally be affected. From 
the headwaters of Rousseau, a dozen mighty streams branch out through 
the nineteenth century: Chateaubriand and Hugo and George Sand, Cooper 
and Thoreau and Whitman and Melville, even a Goethe, a Kant, a Tol- 
stoi, an Emerson, will bring into their conception of the personality a new 
sense of man’s relation to nature and nature’s relation to man: a sanative 
belief in the vital and the organic which will in large degree transcend 
Rousseau’s errors and atone for his self-deceptions. 

Without this upsurge of romanticism the forces of life might have 
been routed. Without its many positive contributions the processes of re- 
newal that are now imminent might have been even longer delayed. 

4: The Cult of Nature 

There are a dozen meanings for the word Nature; but that which the 
romantic movement recognized best was the sky and the earth and all its 
inhabitants, untouched by the hand of man. By a simple extension, na- 
ture came to mean all the processes of life, change, movement, even within 
man, in so far as they are independent of his own actions. To live accord- 
ing to nature was to accept the earth and its organic life, and to treat 
man’s existence as having value through participation in this life. In the 
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common distrust for any tinkering with the life processes, even the ele- 
gant and worldly Chesterfield was a believer in nature. “At your age,” 
he wrote his son in 1748, “nature takes sufficient care of the body pro- 
vided she is left t6 herself, and that intemperance on one hand or medi- 
cines on the other do not break in upon her.” 

Baroque man attempted to force nature. This fact is as plain in his 
bleedings and purgings of the human body as it is in the clipped trees 
and geometrically ordered paths of his parks and gardens. Romantic man, 
on the contrary, submitted gladly to nature: with Wordsworth he faced 
nature in a mood of “wise passiveness.” Just as the new landscape parks 
respected every contour of the ground, its paths twisting and turning in 
order to conform to the topography, its designer so valuing spontaneity 
that his very plantations attempted to counterfeit the random order of 
nature, so it was in the treatment of human character. Everything that 
savored of discipline, purposive order, sharp outlines, was tabu: the me- 
thodical moral accountancy of the Protestant, the methodical practical ac- 
countancy of the business man, were both foreign to “nature.” Ignoring 
nature’s massive repetitive patterns, a forest of trees, a meadow of grass, 
the lover of nature glorified singularity and caprice, the accidental and 
the undesigned. 

In a social group, romantic man yielded to his impulses and despised 
the manners and the code of the company: alone in nature, he yielded to 
the scene outside him, and became a mirror on which the outer world left 
it§ spontaneous but fleeting impressions. The positive feeling toward na- 
ture reinforced the negative feeling toward society. Thus romantic man 
exaggerated his own sense of uniqueness: Rousseau opened the story of 
his life by proudly proclaiming his unlikeness to other men, unconscious 
of the fact that he had not a sin to confess that had not already been 
broached at a million confessionals. 

For all his appearance of yielding to nature, romantic man did not 
avoid the need for choice: his only change was to introduce a new prin- 
ciple of selection. It was nature untamed, nature terrible and menacing, 
to which the romantics returned: but in that very choice they only dis- 
closed their underlying connections with the society they imagined they 
had left behind them. What was this new love of stormy skies and ancient 
ruins, of powerful waterfalls and blasted trees, but a literary and pictorial 
symbol of the new violences of energy that were being unchained in the 
social movements of the eighteenth century — violences that would uproot 
the old institutions as a tree is rooted up in a tornado. 

In his positive liking for the “sublime,” as such elemental manifesta- 
tions of form and energy were called, romantic man was, accordingly, not 
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as withdrawn from the currents of life in cities, courts, harbors, factories, 
as he affected to believe. Even Diderot, that solid urhgn bourgeois, had 
a passion for being abroad in high winds: those winds, which began to 
blow in Ruysdael’s landscapes, were still blowing at* almost hurricane 
violence in the paintings of Gericault and Delacroix. For it was not in 
the cultivated landscape, on sunny days, that the new man felt himself 
at home: he left such insipid moments to the departing figures of the 
baroque stage, the ladies and gentlemen of the court, who played at being 
milkmaid in the English village at Versailles, or who reclined at ease in 
a sunny glade in the open woods. “It is already understood,” Rousseau 
observed in his Confessions, “what I mean by a fine country. Never can 
a flat one, though ever so beautiful, appear such in my eyes; I must have 
torrents, fir trees, black woods, mountains to climb or descend, and rugged 
rocks with precipices on either side to alarm me.” 

For the first time, perhaps, the more cultivated minds of the West 
actively began to incite fear and mystery within themselves, not by con- 
juring up ghosts, witches, demons, invisible powers, but by pitting them- 
selves against the elements: going abroad in thunderstorms, with the light- 
ning streaking across their path, climbing high mountains even above 
the snowline, exploring caves: in short, doing for an esthetic reason the 
same undaunted actions that the sailor, the peasant, the woodsman, or the 
miner were wont to do in the course of their works and days. It was in the 
presence of the primitive and the violent that romantic man found him- 
self, and, thinking to escape society, disclosed in his unconscious symbol- 
ism the very conditions he must face when he returned home. The forces 
that Dante had depicted in the Inferno as utterly paralyzing to the human 
spirit, fit only for the punishment of rebellious souls, now became the very 
food on which rebellion was deliberately nourished — and to be in the 
midst of these forces was to be in the romantic’s paradise. 

This cult of nature was, plainly, a compensation for a society that was 
fast becoming too cultivated to remain healthy, too neatly ordered to 
leave any play to the free imagination, too fully rationalized to use the 
full force of the id. The growing belief in a curtailed mechanized exist- 
ence, marked by the organization of factories, the improvement of chim- 
neys and water-closets, the concentration upon the empty symbols of 
power, wealth, civility, at the expense of their real contents — all this fos- 
tered the romantic reaction and defined its major goals. But if the cult 
of nature provided the main line of reaction there were many sidelines: 
the retreat into the national past, with its resurrection of the Middle Ages 
(Scott), the interest in folkways and folk-poetry and fairy stories (the 
Brothers Grimm), the effort to find talent, if not genius, in “natural man,” 



THE INSURGENCE OF ROMANTICISM 281 

in poems produced by washerwomen or peasants (Bums) — all these off- 
shoots of romanticism diversified its attack on existing society. 

Romanticism completely reversed the mechanical world picture. As 
opposed to the physical sciences, the romantic now associated nature with 
his own subjective states, while he associated the objective with people, 
conventions, society, man-made things. Even here the romantic failed to 
recognize how much of his historically conditioned self he imported into 
nature: the principle of laissez faire, for example, as set forth by the 
physiocrats of Paris, served the business man in throwing off the shackles 
of the state no less than the artist in his opposition to society’s “interfer- 
ence with nature.” And the romantic’s hatred of plan and design, his 
glorification of disorder, in turn justified the nineteenth century indus- 
trialist’s callous disregard of all decency and all humane purpose in his 
exploitation of the environment for profit. 

Despite these confusions, two main types of personality clearly defined 
themselves toward the end of the eighteenth century: the romantic and 
the utilitarian. Their earliest visible prototypes, expressed with anything 
like completeness, were Shakespeare and Bacon. Both of these types 
emerged from the contradictions and fragmentations of the post-medieval 
order and challenged the continued dominance of older social forms and 
older expressions of personality. Though these archetypal figures were 
necessarily at war, it is interesting to find them united in a common ances- 
tor: the image that came to life in the mind of Daniel Defoe — Robinson 
Crusoe. 

The long career of Robinson Crusoe is instructive; for it is due to 
something more than the beautiful cadences of Defoe’s prose: it is due, 
I believe, to the fact that he put into a single situation the two great 
themes of the epoch that followed. Defoe’s hero was a philistine of the 
philistines, a man “bom to the middle station of life,” who as a castaway 
on a desert island became the ideal inventor and organizer of his own 
private civilization. His patience, his method, his perseverance, made 
him the very pattern of utilitarian man. But he was also a hero of pure 
romance: for he was man alone, man in a state of nature, surviving a 
storm, mastering the rough earth, communing in solitude with the ocean 
and the stars: an Ishmael by accident, yet not without a romantic delight 
in his situation. Even his companion Friday only completes the symbol- 
ism: for he was primitive man himself, the dark unconscious self of 
modern man. 

Everyone fell under the spell of this book: Adam Smith as much as 
Rousseau. Indeed, the classical theory of economics was worked out on 
a series of academic assumptions based on the supposed behavior of a 
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castaway on a desert island — as if this were anything but an exercise in 
casuistry. But Robinson Crusoe was the first book Rousseau would give 
Emile: he considered it “the best treatise on education according to na- 
ture.” Whichever path a child might take, toward romantic rebellion or 
utilitarian prudence, he would still find in Robinson Crusoe the images 
and feelings that would support him: the black sheep of art and the lone 
wolf of capitalism could both treat it as a useful guidebook: it might lead 
a Gauguin to Tahiti and an Andrew Carnegie to the steel mill. 

And here, too, is a fountainhead of modem man’s dilemma. He wants 
both the primitive and the civilized, both adventure and regularity, both 
romance and comfort; but alas! neither Defoe nor Rousseau gave him 
any prescription for incorporating these elements into a single life, once 
Robinson left his desert island to return to civilization. 

5: Return to Childhood 

Perhaps Rousseau’s greatest contribution was to understand the savage 
in the midst of his own society: the child, that perpetual primitive of the 
race. He found the child neglected: pushed around as ruthlessly as Chris- 
tianity had pushed around man’s elemental nature: curbed, punished, re- 
proved, indecently polished, turned with all possible haste into a little 
manikin or a little ladykin — or, if one of the poor, turned with even 
greater haste and ruthlessness into a docile cog in the new industrial ma- 
chine. Do not think that the latter process waited for the paleotechnic 
factory system. Evelyn, commenting upon the public charities of Amster- 
dam in 1641, noted with admiration that “there is hardly a child of four 
or five years old, but they find some employment for it.” 

Rousseau challenged all this. He demonstrated that the main business 
of childhood was growth. He centered attention on the long life-process of 
education, rather than on the quickly finished product whose thin veneer 
would soon crack. 

Not that education in the formal sense was neglected by Rousseau’s 
contemporaries. The common school, contrary to popular belief, is no be- 
lated product of nineteenth century democracy: I have pointed out that 
it played a necessary part in the absolutist-mechanical formula. Friedrich 
Wilhelm I of Prussia, following Luther’s precept, made primary educa- 
tion compulsory in his realm in 1717, and founded 1700 schools to meet 
the needs of the poor. Two ordinances of Louis XIV, in 1694 and 1698, 
and one of Louis XV in 1724, required regular attendance at school. Even 
England, a straggler in such matters, had hundreds of private charity 
schools, some of them founded by the Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge, which had been incorporated in 1699. Vergerius, one of the 
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earliest of renascence schoolmasters, had thought education an essential 
function of the Sta^e; and centralized authority was now belatedly talcing 
up the work that had been neglected with the wiping out of municipal 
freedom in the grehter part of Europe. 

Education, however, was still largely identified with training in letters 
and numbers: drill in the tools of learning alone. “The welfare of so- 
ciety,” observed La Chalotais in his report on education in the midst of 
the Enlightenment, “requires that the education of the common people 
should not go beyond its occupations.” Because of his respect for those 
occupations Rousseau might have agreed with La Chalotais; but as a 
thinker, he was always climbing above his own prejudices and pushing 
beyond liis own limitations: so in the Discourse on Political Economy, 
written in 1758, Rousseau came out for public education “under regula- 
tions prescribed by the government” as one of the fundamental supports 
of republican government. “If children are brought up in common in the 
bosom of equality; if they are imbued with the laws of the State and the 
precepts of the General Will ... we cannot doubt that they will cherish 
one another mutually as brothers ... to become in time defenders and 
fathers of the country of which they will have been so long the children.” 
Education as a necessary function of citizenship was the great contribution 
of Rousseau, the political philosopher: a permanently valid contribution. 

But the romantic, individualistic Rousseau was quite another creature 
from the sober, realistic Citizen of Geneva : he perhaps made a fatal mis- 
take when he retired to the Hermitage Mme. Epinay had prepared for him, 
instead of going back to his native city. In solitude, beguiled by his own 
fantasies, Rousseau had another contribution to make; and he made it in 
Emile, or Education According to Nature. This is the most original and 
the most paradoxical of Rousseau’s works: brilliant but self-contradictory, 
pregnant but potentially harmful. Rousseau himself coolly uttered the 
final word about it in a letter to a father who had boasted he was bringing 
up his own son in accordance with Rousseau’s precepts: Rousseau said he 
truly pitied the boy. By dedicating the entire life of the tutor to rearing 
Emile, Rousseau showed plainly that, unlike Comenius, he here had no 
concern for public education ; and while he provided all manner of natural 
conditions, he neglected one essential natural condition: the existence of 
human society. Unlike Mary Wollstonecraft a little later, who boldly ad- 
vocated mixing boys and girls in school, Rousseau kept Emile entirely 
apart from the society of girls, in particular, from Sophie, whom he was 
to marry: here he showed an almost oriental solicitude. 

But there is one main perception in Emile that redeems its sentimen- 
talities and absurd artifices; and this is Rousseau’s understanding that 
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education is concerned with the promotion of human growth. He saw that 
“education comes to us from nature, from men, or frqm things. The inner 
growth of our organs and faculties is the education of nature, the use we 
learn to make of this growth is the education of mdn, what we gain by 
our experience of our surroundings is the education of things.” According 
to his experience “those of us who can best endure the good and the evil 
of life have the best education.” And again he said: “Teach him to live 
rather than to avoid death, and life is not breath but action, the use of 
our senses, our mind, our faculties, every part of ourselves which makes 
us conscious of our being. Life consists less in length of days than in the 
keen sense of living.” That was brave doctrine; and it gives a measure of 
the greatness of the man. 

For Rousseau, then, education was not the fitting of an organism into 
a fixed mold: he rejected the corsets of convention and knew that the well- 
trained body had its own shapeliness. Education was the direction of the 
process of organic growth, and it involved every part of the personality. 
He was in favor of exercising and hardening the body, of avoiding medi- 
cine and regulating diet; and he advocated not merely bright clothes to 
please the child’s senses, but loose clothing that would permit movement. 
Other educators before him had introduced the use of weapons for mar- 
tial exercises: Rousseau introduced tools and advocated active manual 
labor in a trade. Thus he challenged an exclusive preoccupation with let- 
ters as the only concern of education: he purposed to give his most favored 
individual just as good training of muscle, eyesight, and practical judg- 
ment as a peasant’s child. Perhaps he was the first educator, if one excepts 
Plato, to recognize how much useful education goes on outside the school, 
without the aid of pedagogy — and to incorporate these spontaneous, self- 
directed activities in his very plan of education. 

Before Rousseau, even tender parents would take pleasure in their 
child’s premature acquisition of knowledge and piety: they were capable 
of filling a child of five with Latin grammar, classical history, theological 
conceits of sin and retribution; and would rejoice in its sad, earnest know- 
ingness. But Rousseau pointed out that each stage of growth had its appro- 
priate environment and its appropriate material: he accepted the values 
of childhood for what they meant to the child, instead of disparaging 
them or attempting to skip quickly over them, in the interest of the ulti- 
mate adult. 

This great lesson in growth outweighs Rousseau’s perversities and falsi- 
ties — and Emile abounds in falsities. It was necessary to bring back to 
an over-mechanized concept of education the notion that feelings and 
sensations are important: it was erroneous to base this on the dogma that 
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“to exist is to feel.” It was good to insist upon the pupil’s need for ac- 
tivity and spontaneous expression: it was unwise to say “Do not constrain 
him in anything, the better to see him as he really is,” because one cannot 
see a human beirig as he really is unless one also sees him under con- 
straint; and apart from this, to see the child “as he really is” is only a 
first step toward helping him become what he really should be, a process 
in which the teacher must exercise the social function of the super-ego, 
and cannot abandon that function without weakening the student’s person- 
ality and betraying the community. Finally, it was absurd for Rousseau 
to fancy that he could educate his pupil “free from prejudices and free 
from habits,” for what would this mean but that he was to be freed from 
association with the past and deprived of the very possibility of continuity 
in his own life? 

One must not attempt to minimize these weaknesses: for the followers 
of a great mind are likely to seize upon the solecisms that seem original 
and to despise those ancient truths whose reinterpretation by the master 
is infinitely more precious. In our day, many of Rousseau’s prescriptions 
have been belatedly fulfilled in “progressive education”: the shallow doc- 
trines as well as the basic doctrines, the weak sentimentalism as well as 
the shrewd wisdom. Thanks to the inevitable cultural time-lag between 
formulation and embodiment, the doctrines of willful laissez-faire in edu- 
cation were systematically disseminated at a moment when the problems 
of authority were being raised once more in society, and when the need 
for common plans and common purpose, a common language and a com- 
mon background, made Rousseau’s negative concept of freedom an ob- 
stacle to effective education. Today the need for rational order and ra- 
tional self-discipline toward a common end has become paramount. To 
take Emile without the modifications of The Social Contract and The 
Discourse on Political Economy is to make a lemonade with sugar and 
water, without adding the lemon juice. John Dewey’s wise warning 
against the confusion of spontaneity with irresponsibility, and the disci- 
pline of interest with an indifference to any form of discipline repeated 
the lesson of Rousseau’s own life and thought. Feeling, emotion, spon- 
taneity, autonomy, all had a part to play in human growth: but by them- 
selves they were not enough. 

By placing education in a new context and by giving it a new aim, 
human growth, Rousseau aroused a fresh hope. The meaning of this hope 
was well put by Thomas Jefferson in his Report to the Legislature of Vir- 
ginia on Education. “We should be far, too, from the discouraging per- 
suasion that man is fixed, by the law of his nature, at a given point, that 
his improvement is a chimera, and the hope delusive of rendering our- 
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selves wiser, happier, or better than our forefathers were. As well might 
it be urged that the wild and uncultivated tree, hitherto* yielding sour and 
bitter fruit only, can never be made to yield better; yet we know that the 
grafting art implants a new tree on the savage stock, producing what is 
most estimable both in kind and degree. Education, in like manner, in- 
grafts a new man on the native stock, and improves what in his nature 
was vicious and perverse into qualities of virtue and social worth. . . . 
And it cannot be but that each generation, succeeding to the knowledge 
acquired by all those who preceded it, adding to it their own acquisitions 
and discoveries and handing the mass down for successive and constant 
accumulation, must advance the knowledge and well-being of mankind, 
not infinitely , as some have said, but indefinitely, and to a term which no 
one can fix and foresee.” 

Jefferson’s vivid figure of engrafting is perhaps not altogether a happy 
one, though it recalls the Pauline distinction between the old man, born of 
Adam, and the new man, re-bom of Christ; but his distinction between 
“infinitely” and “indefinitely” is a master-stroke. Very possibly Jefferson 
himself did not read Rousseau. Nevertheless it was with some such 
sense of grace and liberation that Rousseau’s doctrine of growth, as the 
essential process of life in nature, took hold of his contemporaries, and 
continued to influence, not only succeeding generations of educators, but 
people in every walk of life: not least, it stimulated the sciences of biol- 
ogy themselves, by making men at home in nature and encouraging its 
systematic study in the field. Yet Rousseau’s theory of education and his 
theory of government never came fully together; he never resolved his 
own conflicting intuitions and hopes; and the problem he bequeathed to 
his followers still waits for an adequate solution: one which psycholog- 
ically accepts compulsion and routine no less than spontaneity and in- 
terest, and which fully utilizes each man’s special talents and capacities 
without allowing him to neglect his common background with his fellows 
or evade his common duties. 

6: The Erotic of Sentiment 

If romanticism’s influence upon the child was, in time, profound, its 
effect upon woman was not less; and in this department, again, the effects 
of Rousseau’s peculiar life and character were significant. The sentimen- 
tal friendship was almost his private invention, and in his recoil from 
his own baseness as a parent, he popularized the arts of domesticity. 

Apart from the upper circles of the financial and political world do- 
mestic life had in fact been flourishing long before Rousseau’s appear- 
ance. The sentiment of the home seems to have increased with the gradual 
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separation of the dwelling place from the workshop: what the family lost 
in daily contact vith outsiders it gained in private intimacy and warm 
feeling. Released from more practical duties in the shop, middle-class 
women had more fime left for specialization on their marital and maternal 
duties. But the disintegrating patterns of upper-class domesticity influ- 
enced, in widening ripples, every circle of eighteenth century society. 
The strictest prescriptions of politeness went along with an increasing 
latitude in sexual relations, at least among the married. To believe in 
marriage for love had been a commonplace with the creator of Romeo and 
Juliet, Antonio and Portia, Ferdinand and Miranda; but by the end of 
lhe seventeenth century the belief in such ideality was almost a Quaker 
heresy. 

Among the upper classes marriage had become a sort of license to 
enjoy society. “I married,” Mme. d’Houdetot said to Diderot, “that I 
might live and go to the Ball, the Opera, the Promenade, and the Play.” 
Not the least privilege of marriage was the license to take a lover. In the 
eighteenth century convention of love, there was room for the most part 
for neither passion nor tender absorption: a lover was a trophy which one 
wore as conspicuously as possible: he was someone who would dance 
attendance like a footman, be present at a woman’s toilet, like her maid, 
and even on occasion lace her stays. Sexual titillation was too easily 
satisfied ever to become very importunate. Love was largely a cerebral 
matter: a licentious curiosity to find out “how it would be with the next 
one,” and in the very ease with which connections were made and broken 
sexual passion rarely had the opportunity to manifest its two greatest 
qualities — its capacity for reaching the deeper levels of personality and 
its gift for endurance, for waxing and waning, for changing on the in- 
stant from polar ice to equatorial heat. 

Instead of the tight rein with which one drives a spirited horse, love 
knew only the loose rein one gives to a tired nag who knows the way home. 
If speed is wanted, it will be furnished by the whip of a new driver or by 
a bounding away from some unfamiliar obstacle — could it be a hus- 
band? — on the road. Benjamin Franklin’s defense of the physically unat- 
tractive older woman who knows her sexual business, on the ground that 
experience is worth more than youth or beauty, is not less repulsive for 
being partly true. 

When one couples the psychological facts, for which there is plenty of 
evidence in letters, memoirs, diaries, with the physical environment of 
the eighteenth century, the results are even more curious; or rather, the 
quite tepid nature of this all-too-copious fountain of sexual passion be- 
comes indisputable. The taste of this love-making is like that of Turkish 
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paste, soft and yielding and without any definable savor; it is love in 
a setting of silken pillows, on couches as voluminous and soft as clouds, 
with women whose full breasts and large buttocks have been too softened 
by idleness to be valuable for erotic exercise, even if ‘the very structure 
of the bed did not tend to smother movement. Is it too much to suggest 
that the frequent change of lovers was probably due to an unconscious 
pursuit of the elusive orgasm that only a relatively few, specially sensi- 
tive women could have experienced? Did desire seem to bulk so big in 
daily life because it was really empty of fulfillment? 

Confined to the boudoir by her need for contraceptive precautions no 
less than by her lack of athletic stamina, the eighteenth century woman 
of the upper classes never, as the Goncourts point out, associated sky, 
storm, or sunlight with her love: at best, she knew the scent of honey- 
suckle in the green recesses of the summer house. No wonder ennui pre- 
vailed; no wonder that the peasants who encountered each other at a 
hearty dance under the trees by the village inn, who retired behind a 
hedge or sank into a hollow beside the road when their feelings became 
too high, were a better model for an active erotic life than Mile, de 
l’Espinasse. Yet despite their softness, the men and women of the eight- 
eenth century had a platonic vision of love in the state of nature: even the 
upper classes. Fragonard and Boucher depicted their dream; but even 
more they found what they wanted — above all, they found nature’s justifi- 
cation for their own heartless naturalness — in the erotic practices Bougain- 
ville and Cook discovered in the South Seas. 

The playful eroticism of the Polynesians — “without quarrels, rivalries, 
jealousies, vengeance” — seemed to Diderot and his fellows eminently 
rational: untainted by moral strains and theological inhibitions. Tahiti 
might be Paris! Diderot’s prescription for a good life sexually was one of 
unlimited copulation, without the conventions of marriage: such a life 
as Casanova carved out for himself by making a vocation of his liaisons. 
Casanova was the real Don Juan of the century: his first error, that of 
preserving the chastity of a young serving maid, he repented at once and 
never repeated. As a result, he knew everything about the physical moment 
of love-making: he brought to it the ardor of the technician, which went 
beyond mere convenience or desire; and his passionate enjoyment of sex, 
springing out of a copious vitality, had perhaps something to teach his 
jaded contemporaries: the necessity for at least being a good animal. 
But unless Casanova was a liar as well as a boaster, he sometimes had 
the misfortune to awaken love. That was an aspect of sex which neither 
he nor his contemporaries could willingly recognize or easily embrace. 
At this point, Rousseau made his appearance. It was his mission to make 
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lovers remember that they were men and women — “a position few can 
fill” — to make njen and women proud that they could be parents and to 
unite love and parenthood with the graces of friendship. 

In the name of feeling, Rousseau helped restore the edge to dull sexual- 
ity; and because he believed in life according to nature, he made men 
and women take the responsibilities of parenthood seriously. The poor, 
of course, had never been able to escape such responsibilities; poor 
mothers either nursed their own children or lost them. But Rousseau 
shamed the well-to-do mothers of his time into breast feeding, and be- 
cause he was equally horrified at the physiological damage wrought by 
corsets, he was one of the first reformers to induce women to loosen their 
stays: so that pregnancy, no less than lactation, probably gained from 
Rousseau’s widely followed advice. Here again, however, the consum- 
mation of his teaching did not come till the twentieth century. Rousseau’s 
influence on clothes reached its high point considerably earlier: the classic 
women of the Directoire period, with their proud bosoms, their shapely 
figures, often naked beneath a single shift, were his true children. In this 
plea for a healthy and eager maternity Rousseau was expiating the ter- 
rible guilt of his own life: his leaving his own children at the steps of a 
foundling asylum right after their birth. 

Out of another defect, his incapacity for easy sexual union, Rousseau 
helped to infuse the relations of men and women with a new tenderness, 
a new sense of delicacy and consideration. Voluptuous, shy, exquisitely 
passionate, he made a kiss on the hand leave a deeper impression than 
going to bed would ordinarily have done. From Rousseau’s first encoun- 
ter with two young girls on a picnic to his platonic courtship of Mme. 
d’Houdetot, he created a new intensity of feeling, through giving his love 
a freer range over the whole personality and a less specific goal. His sen- 
sitiveness to nature, his warmth of feeling, his musical responsiveness to 
moods, his faculty for confession-provoking intimacy, introduced a note 
that had been lacking in the commonplace sexuality of the time. Though 
he still kept the ancient belief in woman’s inferiority to man, and said so 
openly, he acknowledged her worthy of the best attention man could give 
her. And he was rewarded. “You are the tenderest lover I have ever 
known,” exclaimed Mme. d’Houdetot. “No, never did man love like you!” 
With Rousseau, love preserved the distances of friendship, and friend- 
ship, becoming more whole-souled and more all-enveloping, began to 
achieve the intimacies of love. That example was widely followed. 

The novel that popularized Rousseau’s sense of love and friendship, 
Julie; or the New Heloise, became unreadable within a century after 
its publication; but its influence was immense. To the matter of fact 
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philistinism of the Encyclopedists and their followers, Rousseau opposed 
the values of sentiment: to the Voltairean grin, he answered with a flood 
of sighs and tears; to bald desire he opposed an infinite expectation of 
somewhat diffused if not completely nebulous bliss, but above all, he 
gave to love a sense of privacy; the boudoir ceased to be almost as open 
as the salon. The sentimental friendship was consummated now in soli- 
tude by the writing of letters: lovers lived through the day for the moment 
when they could make an account of their secret thoughts to their best 
friend. Alone, one communed with the other aloneness: alone, one kept 
one’s romantic secret against the whole world, locking it in a diary: a 
monogamy of sentiment replaced a monogamy of mere habit. 

But loneliness has its dangers: that love for the other self might with- 
out being aware of the change become only self-love: the egotism for two 
all too quickly would devour the opposite number. In the erotic life, this 
kind of intimacy is perilously close to narcissism: hence the reintroduc- 
tion of incest, as the final possibility of love, both in actual life and in 
romantic fantasies from Byron to Melville. To be in love with one’s sister 
or one’s brother was to be in love with one’s biological no less than one’s 
spiritual other self. 

Deprived of society, the ego loses any confining sense of its own proper 
dimensions: it swings between insignificance and infinity, between self- 
annihilation and world-conquest; between the hidden Sorrows of Werther 
and the visible triumphs of Napoleon; between the desperation of suicide 
and the arrogance of godhead. This nebulous reaching for illimitable 
goals was the result, in Rousseau himself, of his erotic limitations: that 
seems fairly plain. But the tendency passed over into other departments 
he touched. Isolation goes with such romantic self -absorption; and isola- 
tion in turn helps to create an inflated, suspicious ego, over-touchy to 
whatever approaches it from the outside, treating every claim of the real 
world as a conspiracy against the inner self. By tending to cultivate feel- 
ing beyond reason, Rousseau lost the benefits of those sanative habits and 
automatisms which keep the social process in operation when feeling is 
dead and impulse has vanished: the duties of the parent and the citizen 
which extend the empire of love beyond the egos of the lovers. 

No real society could meet the demands of the exorbitant romantic ego 
for either isolation or irresponsibility: its perfect society was ultimately 
a society of one, since in the end the beloved would have his or her 
moment of detachment, of independent interest, of social duties performed 
for the sake of others. The romantic wanted to see himself everywhere, 
above all in the eyes of his beloved: he wanted each outward image to 
correspond perfectly with the face in the mirror, in a series of retreating 
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pictures, as in a room where the walls are covered with mirrors. Such 
self-assertion led* inevitably to self -extinction: even when the romantic 
ego took the course of confronting and dominating the outer world, as 
in the case of Napoleon, the result was fatal. From Werther to Pierre the 
romantic heroes are all driven to suicide: the final cutting loose from the 
bonds of community. 

Let me sum up. Romantic love began by fostering a new sense of in- 
timacy and tender understanding between the sexes: it ended by fostering 
self-love; for no other human being could fully meet the demands of the 
solitary, highly inflamed ego. Rousseau began this vicious circle; Fichte 
completed it. As a German, responding to the political needs of his day, 
Fichte gave the doctrine of egoism a peculiarly nationalistic and collec- 
tive reading. His worship of national history, the national character, the 
national language, his claiming for all things German a superiority above 
all similar creations, was a translation of this individual self-love to the 
national group. Here Irving Babbitt’s castigation of romanticism was truly 
justified. Ultimately, the cult of the inviolable ego, whose impulses are 
sacied because they are unique, and unique because they rise out of a 
socially unrestricted self — the cult of this ego led to imperialist expan- 
siveness: to guarantee its own privacy, to nourish sufficiently its own 
greedy self-love, the ego must dominate everywhere. Since it cannot do 
this alone, it must do this through the national state. That pathology justi- 
fied itself in Fichte’s doctrines of autarchy and reached its climax in the 
manic cult of German national socialism: the grossest delusion in a world 
where every other nation shared similar illusions. By complex but never- 
theless traceable connections there is a tie between the private confessions 
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the public confessions — with their paranoid 
mixture of suspicion and self-adulation — of Adolf Hitler. 

7: The Original Goodness of Man 

One of the inner contradictions of the eighteenth century is that the 
doctrine of the unfettered individual should have been coupled with a 
new belief in the goodness of man and with a new expression of love for 
humanity. Machiavelli did not make that mistake: he based the cult of 
the unrestrained individual, the tyrant, upon his belief in human baseness. 

In disengaging itself from the Established Churches, Protestant and 
Catholic, whose ruling clergy were so often corrupt, venal, self-indulgent, 
the spirit of Christianity took on new life: there was ecstasy in the ranks 
of the Methodists and fellow-love among the humanitarians. Philanthropy 
and brotherhood were now to be found chiefly among atheists, dissenters, 
sectarians, those who sometimes denied the name of God but honored the 
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divine by their actions. Rationalistic thinkers, not being sure of immor- 
tality, felt bound by a special obligation to their short Span of life, and 
not believing in an inscrutable divine providence, they t sought to substi- 
tute a providence of their own. People became acutely conscious of the 
poor and lowly, of the mute unhonored Miltons still outside the country 
churchyard, of the criminals rotting away in vile jails where every sen- 
tence of imprisonment was doubled in duration by cruelty and viciousness. 

The tender conscience of this period found its voice and expression 
chiefly in laymen. The Englishman, Howard, spent twenty years visiting 
the prisons of Europe and reporting on their dreadful state, using up a 
large fortune in that enterprise, even allowing himself to be confined in 
order to make a more truthful report. The Italian, Beccaria, turned his 
zeal to the reformation of the penal code. Others began to inquire into 
the care of the sick and the insane: the Society of Friends built a model 
asylum at York, and the Friends led the campaign against human slavery. 
So with the condition of the deaf, the dumb, the blind: Diderot, concerned 
to relieve their lot, laid down the principles upon which language was 
ultimately to be taught to them: a noble bequest to his fellowmen. Pity 
visited even the fool: the last Court Fool, according to Balet, died in 
1763. Though the jails and asylums were not at once reformed, and 
though the process of keeping them clean and humane can never end, 
these initial efforts honored their generation: the first consciousness of the 
need for reform, of the possibility of reform, had at least appeared. The 
widening of these improvements during the nineteenth century contributed 
to the belief in progress. Here or nowhere was the spirit of Christianity. 

John Wesley, contemporary with Rousseau, was no less an advocate 
of the simple life and the return to nature. Did Wesley not begin his 
preaching in 1739 in the midst of the open fields, as the only way in which 
to capture the industrial workers, who were ill at ease within the formal 
walls of the churches, pre-empted by their masters? The parallel does not 
end at this point. Like Rousseau, Wesley warned his followers not to 
affect the gentleman. “You have no more to do with this character, than 
with that of the dancing master.” Is it any wonder that the Duchess of 
Buckingham wrote the Countess of Huntingdon, one of Wesley’s upper- 
class supporters: “I thank your Ladyship for the information concerning 
the methodist preaching; these doctrines are most repulsive and strongly 
tinctured with impertinence and disrespect toward their superiors in per- 
petually endeavoring to level all ranks and do away with all distinctions, 
as it is monstrous to be told that you have a heart as sinful as the common 
wretches that crawl on the earth. ... I cannot but wonder that your 
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Ladyship should relish any sentiments so much at variance with high rank 
and good breeding^” 

Did Wesley, too, believe in the original goodness of mankind? Other- 
wise it is impossible to explain the naivete of his injunction to the pious 
tradesmen and manufacturers he counted among his followers: “Earn all 
you can; save all you can; give all you can.” In the first precept “all” 
plainly means all; in the last, it means what is left when cupidity has 
wrestled with charity, when ambition has contended against love; in short, 
when man’s tendency to make his too-partial self the final measure of his 
obligations to the world has had a full opportunity to exert pressure. 
Rousseau, on the other hand, solved this problem of the source of evil 
by holding that “Man is naturally good and . . . our social institutions 
alone have rendered him evil.” The solution was a specious one; for so- 
cial institutions are but the products of natural man himself, and in so far 
as they hamper goodness, they derive their capacity to do so either from 
man’s own wayward tendencies, or from that inertia that keeps him from 
perpetually renewing his achieved goods. 

Yet Rousseau himself was aware of the inability of the dogma of 
natural goodness to account for the disorders of society and for the diffi- 
culties that stand in the way of remedying them. In a striking passage in 
Emile, he puts his finger on the exact spot where an exclusively optimistic 
interpretation of man’s nature and destiny goes astray. “Self-preservation, 
therefore, requires that we shall love ourselves; we must love ourselves 
above everything, and it follows from this that we love what contributes 
to our preservation.” This was not a chance observation. In an earlier 
passage in the same book he even carried it further and in more concrete 
form: “We are now in the world of morals, and the door to vice is open. 
Deceit and falsehood are born along with conventions and duties. As soon 
as we can do what we ought not to do, we try to hide what we ought not 
to have done. As soon as self-interest makes us give a promise, a greater 
interest may make us break it. . . . We naturally take refuge in con- 
cealment and falsehood.” Naturally? Then what becomes of the belief 
that man is naturally good? Naturally? Very well: that is the theological 
dogma of original sin, and here it is derived, not from a mythical revela- 
tion, but from common experience. 

But let Rousseau himself answer this question; for he does so quite 
candidly in a letter to Cramer, October 13, 1764. Emile, he explains, “is 
a quite philosophical work on the principle advanced by the author in 
other writings, that man is naturally good. To reconcile this principle with 
the other truth, no less certain, that men are bad, it would be necessary 
to show in the history of the human heart the origin of all the vices. 
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Not in social institutions but in the human heart: note that. Self-preserva- 
tion, self-interest, self-love: here indeed are the clues to those social in- 
justices and inequalities that Rousseau had sought originally to assign to 
the development of the arts and sciences, to the acceptance of the compli- 
cations of social life, to the crystallization in outward forms and conven- 
tions of fluid impulses and spontaneous feelings. By setting up an arbi- 
trary opposition between the private self, as the unqualified source of 
what is good, and the traditional social order, as the equally unqualified 
source of what is bad, Rousseau avoided as a young man the sad neces- 
sity for really knowing himself. For in the customs and uses of society he 
would have discovered his own vanity, his own baseness, his own pride 
and inhumanity, his own partiality. The doctrine of natural goodness 
favored, first of all, its enunciator: he did not have to examine a virtue 
he could take so pleasantly for granted or expiate sins his theory did 
not permit him to recognize. 

And here, too, was the weakness of the whole humanitarian movement, 
which continued the positive impulses of Christianity and yet kept aloof 
from the self-knowledge that the Christian doctrine of evil had always 
carried with it. Rousseau had made compassion the very base and bottom 
for a regenerated morality: fellow-feeling, emotional identification with 
the sufferer, was the clue to his relief. One cannot doubt the sincerity of 
the new charities and philanthropies that came into existence: the at- 
tempts to do away with the enslavement of the Negro, to provide soup- 
kitchens and shelters for the starved, the homeless, to educate the igno- 
rant. All these efforts were generated, sometimes to a truly sublime de- 
gree, by the essential Christian impulse of love; but they failed to retain 
the co-ordinate doctrine of sacrifice. It was easy for the pious English 
manufacturer who followed Fox or Wesley to prohibit the use of slaves 
in the West Indies; for he himself had no need for them. But he over- 
looked the need for an equivalent renunciation in his own life: the aboli- 
tion of child labor. It was easy for the Abbe de Saint-Pierre to argue for 
a perpetual Concert of Powers in his plans for universal peace; but he 
failed to provide for a concert of classes within each nation, which would 
carry the principles of justice down to the very base of political society. 
Tolstoy’s simple prescription to the rich — that they should get off the 
backs of the poor — was not included among the humanitarian remedies. 

In other words, the doctrine of the natural goodness of man gave a 
deceptive appearance of ease to the whole process of social reform: it cen- 
tered attention on institutions and overlooked the painful and difficult 
process of transforming the self: it asked natural man to “give all he 
could” — only to be hurt and surprised to find out how little that was. The 
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belief in natural goodness was mainly responsible for the impatience to 
usher in revolutionary changes almost overnight by purely external 
processes; and it was therefore responsible for the resentful bewilder- 
ment or the cynical self -contempt that followed a whole series of collec- 
tive disappointments. If all men were naturally good, a show of hands 
should have been sufficient to vote in the millennium. Was not that indeed 
the covert hope of the advocates of universal suffrage, beginning with the 
Chartists? William Lovett said as much. Why the delay? 

As in so many other places, the best criticism of the humanitarian 
doctrine came from the man who had first given it classic expression. 
“Society at large,” Rousseau wrote in a letter to Usteri in 1763, “human 
society in general is founded on humanity, on universal benevolence; and 
I say, and I always have said, that Christianity is favorable to that society. 
But particular societies, political and civil societies, have an entirely dif- 
ferent principle. They are purely human institutions from which Chris- 
tianity consequently detaches us as it does from all that is merely of this 
earth: only the vices of men make these institutions necessary, and only 
human passions preserve them. Take from your Christians all the vices 
and they will have no further need of magistrates and laws; take from 
them all human passions, and instantly the bond loses all its strength; no 
more competition, no more glory, no more desire for preference, and 
private interest is destroyed, and in default of a suitable support, the 
political state falls into decay.” One may translate this passage into a 
single sentence: abolish humanity and you will succeed as a humani- 
tarian. 

The danger of humanitarianism, then, is that its fellow-feeling may 
become a mere extension of self-love and a vehicle for self-gratification: 
all the more dangerous when limited motives give themselves the special 
sanction of an apparently disinterested attitude. Its altruism may be only 
egoism on collective parade. One must not merely feel for the suffering 
of other men but, like a physician, know what is good for them, even if 
that knowledge leads to a remedy so drastic that it involves the physician 
no less than the patient. One must not be prepared merely to alter in- 
stitutions for the good of other men: one must be prepared to alter the 
form and contents and purposes of one’s own life. Lacking this kind of 
self-knowledge, unprepared for this kind of sacrifice, the humanitarian 
movements too often went astray, and the bolder collective efforts at re- 
form and revolution came to grief for substantially the same reasons. 

Humanitarianism not merely carried the main burden of Christian 
practice but tended to displace the original ideology: from the second 
half of the nineteenth century on, social service replaced communion with 
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God. This meant that the moral center of gravity shifted away from the 
Churches, and particularly from the priesthood: it wa§ Voltaire who led 
the campaign against capital penalties for minor offenses against pious 
custom; it was Owen who sought to do away with the iniquities of the 
factory system; it was John Brown who first gave up his life in the final 
fight against slavery in the United States. Clerical leaders no doubt took 
part in all these movements: indeed Protestant preachers turned more 
and more to practical humanitarianism as the visible justification for their 
religion. But it was mainly outside the Churches that fresh efforts started. 

In the Christian Churches the spiritual power had become largely 
second-hand: though both clergy and laity might in every generation pro- 
duce many active Christian souls, as true to their vocation as the best 
examples in the past, doctrinally Christianity confined itself to mending 
old fences rather than staking out new fields. At a moment when both the 
Catholic and the Protestant Churches had lost sight of their universal 
truths in an effort to preserve the particularities of their dogmas, Rous- 
seau sought to find a basis for natural religion in the human heart. And 
it was there that many of the most deeply religious minds of the nine- 
teenth century, Emerson, Tolstoy, van Gogh, even Kierkegaard, found it. 

If one looks for a saint, a philosopher, or a hero after the seventeenth 
century it will be a surprise to find him within the Church; for the true 
Church had become disembodied, while the visible and corporate Church 
had little to do with the formulation of vital truths and the fresh percep- 
tion of values. What was called the decay of religion during the nineteenth 
century was not the absence of active religious sentiment, but the failure 
to create and unify the organs necessary for its expression. But note: an 
idea that remains disembodied has no command over the community. If 
the spirit of religion was more widely diffused at the top of the social 
pyramid, in the work of the scientist, the poet, the revolutionist, in a 
Clerk-Maxwell, a Whitman, a Kropotkin, the discipline of religion, that 
discipline which binds the common man to a more universal super-ego, 
failed to keep its hold on the masses at the base. 

8: The Utopia of Romanticism 

The humanitarian improvements started in the eighteenth century were 
designed to correct glaring social abuses; and many corrections were 
made. But in the bosom of the romantics there was a picture of life, an 
image of their heart’s desire, that was based on a false scheme of values. 
This picture explains why so many of their corrections remained ineffec- 
tual and why so many of the hopes awakened came to grief. They dreamed 
of universal peace, and in our time their deficient sense of evil and danger 
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ushered in more calamitous wars: they dreamed of universal brotherhood 
and their dream erfded in a humanitarian acquiescence in fascist slavery. 

We shall not fiijd this utopian picture of life in Morelly’s Basiliade 
or in Mercier’s pragmatic description of the year 2440: we shall find it, 
in full detail, in the pages of Emile. It is the utopia of the picnic. 

Behind the dream of the picnic there is indeed a long story. The ideali- 
zation of simple life began for the people of the West with Theocritus’s 
Idylls and Virgil’s Bucolics, so different from the tart realities of peas- 
ant life in Hesiod’s Works and Days. As with the Taoist sages of China 
who retired with their jug of wine to the Bamboo Grove, this impulse 
appeared at a moment when the organization of the State and the material 
perfection of existence had reached a high level. The spirit of the picnic 
takes form more vividly in the pages of Petrarch and Boccaccio, though 
the ladies and gentlemen of The Decameron preserved the decorum of 
their order and station; and if they told frivolous tales to keep their minds 
off the specter of Black Death, they were not deceived by the belief that 
they had found, in this countryside excursion, the secret of ultimate 
human happiness. It was all very fine; but they knew these gay moments 
would end. 

But in the eighteenth century the fete champetre became another name 
for heaven. In Emile, Rousseau pictures for himself a country cottage 
and an estate, both quite similar to the place he himself had escaped to, 
during the most fruitful years of his life. “There,” he says, I would 
gather round me a company, select rather than numerous, a band of 
friends who know what pleasure is, women who can leave their armchairs 
and betake themselves to outdoor sports, women who can exchange the 
shuttle or the cards for the fishing line or the bird-trap, the gleaner s rake, 
or the grape-gatherer’s basket. There all the pretensions of the town will 
be forgotten, and we shall be villagers in a village. . . . Our meals wi 
be served without regard to order or elegance; we shall make our dining 
room anywhere, in the garden, on a boat beneath a tree, sometimes at a 
distance from the house or on the banks of a running stream, in t e res 
green grass, among the clumps of willow and hazel; a long procession 
of guests will carry the material for the feast with laughter an singing, 
the turf will be our chairs and table, the banks of the stream our si e 
board, and our dessert is hanging on the trees ; the dishes wi serve 
in any order, appetite needs no ceremony; each one of us, open y P u 
himself first, would gladly see everyone else do the same. ... 0 e 1 

ous flunkies to listen to our words, to whisper criticisms ot our be- 
havior. ... We will be our own servants in order to be our own mas- 
ters.” 
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la this passage, the reader will hear echoes, or rather see after-im a 
images of St. Jerome picturing the bucolic felicities of The monastic S* 
of Rabelais turning the routine of the monastery into the amiable en * 
ments of the Country House: powerful images, evocative of new patte/ 
of life. Rousseau’s dream, fed from memories of his own youth with M 
de Warens, was even more successful If men now sought power in T 
factory, the bank, the army, they sought happiness in the sort of life 
Rousseau here accredited and celebrated: every Sunday, in growing num- 
\)ets, they would leave their towns, in boats and carriages, on foot and 
finally in railroad trains, to taste the simple sweetness of this gypsy life : 
in twos and in twenties, they would seek to forget themselves in Arcadia. 
The lure of the picnic would bring them to woodsy solitudes where, freed 
from prying eyes, the young men and the young women would exchange 
confidences and mingle their kisses with the perfume of ripened field 
strawberries or wild carrots: after a day in the open they would come 
back to town with a sunburn on their faces and the sting of kisses still 
perhaps on their lips. If this was bliss today, why not forever? 

Every year, too, the dream of a spontaneous life, free from sordid 
cares and stiff conventions, close to the countryside, would drive thou- 
sands of people to seek a little home in the suburbs, with a green lawn, 
a few trees, a bed of flowers, or a nearby woodland; an environment in 
which the whole household might sink its daily cares and find a touch 
of the picnic in its routine, if only in a walk through the twilight in the 
fields beyond the last stretch of pavement. Every suburb had its “Re- 
treats”: every suburb was a retreat. The rambling, the botanizing, the 
geologizing, the sketching and painting, the flower-picking and shell- 
gathering, the swimming and boating, hours spent in feasting around the 
picnic hamper or sitting lazily around an almost primeval campfire, Sun- 
days at Fontainebleau or Epping Forest, vacations in the Tyrol climbing 
from Alpenhiitte to Alpenhiitte, or deep among the rocky walls of the 
Yosemite — all these delightful days were formulated by Rousseau and 
encouraged by his active example, to say nothing of the cadences of his 
colorful prose. If one reckoned up all these activities, including the ex- 
cursion to the beer garden and the road house, one would account for 
a good part of the daylight leisure of the Western World since the time 
of Rousseau: leisure for the most part pleasantly, innocently, healthfully 
spent Indeed, the more mechanized and routinized that practical life 
became, the more necessary were these forms of spontaneous, or almost 
spontaneous, relaxation. 

The picnic fulfilled all the conditions for romantic satisfaction. It 
brought people close to nature, it permitted them to act on impulse, it 
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gratified their senses, their appetites, and their emotions; it sought to 
“damn braces, bl<$s relaxes”; it gave cooped-up townspeople the exercise 
they needed to restore their hunger, for, as Rousseau remarked, "there 
are no such cooks In the world as mirth, rural pursuits, and merry games.” 
In short, the picnic gave form to the romantic quest for happiness quite 
as much as the tournament gave form to the chivalrous quest of honor. 

But the influence of the picnic went beyond these concrete achievements. 
Not merely did it make the country excursion a welcome alternative to 
attendance at Church on Sundays and holidays; but it set its own special 
picture of earthly felicity against the vision of Heaven and Hell that had 
been presented by religion. The ideal of the picnic was even more potent 
than its example. There sprang into being the notion that real life must 
more and more take on the character and quality of the picnic, and that 
the sum of human felicity could be reached only in moments of free 
relaxation. This notion made slow headway during the nineteenth century; 
but it counterbalanced the ideal of mechanical organization at the very 
moment it secretly subverted it: in the end the ideal of the picnic allied 
itself to the mechanist’s faith that the perfection of the machine would 
enable men to dispense with painful self-improvement. Hence the image 
of perfect fulfillment ceased to be within achievement itself: it was con- 
fined to moments of relaxation, irresponsibility, letdown which followed 
achievement. A nous, a nous, la liberte! 

Now, the conception of life as a picnic has certain serious defects. First 
of all, it is an infantile aim, bound close to the pleasure principle, chiefly 
concerned with ego-satisfactions connected directly with the stomach and 
the genitals; but even worse than this, though closely tied to it, is that 
the picnic is an affair only for sunny days: when bad weather threatens 
it must beat a hasty retreat. Finally, this is a conception of life in which 
one has it all one’s own way: a life in which there are no oppositions, 
no routines, no po.lar tensions: in other words, life divorced from those 
very difficulties which give the picnic itself its sanative value. Relaxation 
is a movement away from convention and constriction: to find continued 
relaxation, if one begins in a state of relaxation, one must swing back 
again to an effortful existence. There is no final state that betokens felicity: 
man knows no security that is not precarious and no bliss that may not 
be blasted by its own very continuance. Laugh too long and you will cry; 
prolong pleasure too long and it becomes pain; eat too many good things 
and food will revolt you; change too often your place of residence and 
change ceases to be a stimulus. 

The picnic, then, is desirable as a relief from routine: it becomes the 
most tedious of duties, the most tedious and the most empty, when it turns 
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into routine: always the life of untempered pleasure palls, whether one 
seeks it in a picnic grove or at Palm Beach, in the South Seas, or in a 
night club. Perhaps the worst sin of the romantic philosophy, to which 
Rousseau contributed in no little measure, was the fact that it gave its 
disciples such a sterile dream: the hope of a perfect life free from opposi- 
tion, free from convention, free from compulsion, free from internal 
conflict. All the utopian hopes of the nineteenth century rested on the 
assumption that there was some final state in which life would be free 
from danger and from struggle: from its essential character of maintain- 
ing a finely guarded balance between stability and change, between growth 
and decay, between renewal and death. 

The point is a very simple one. Even a game requires boundaries, rules, 
restrictions, penalties, losses: that is to say, even a game requires condi- 
tions similar to those which give the full dimensions of reality to human 
life itself. This truth was lost sight of by the revolutionary optimists and 
the optimistic revolutionaries of the last two centuries: in their weaker 
moments, they conceived of life as a game at which one might always 
win, as a picnic for which there was neither a laborious preparation nor 
an incongruous aftermath. 



CHAPTER IX. THE PROGRESS OF PROMETHEUS 


1: Utilitarian Ideology 

One theme bound the leaders of the nineteenth century together: the 
conquest of nature and the liberation of mankind by mechanical inven- 
tion. Even those who did not accept the theme achieved their main energy 
by recoil from it; for whoever pretended that the advance of the machine 
was unimportant reduced himself to triviality. Emily Dickinson, safe 
beyond the hedge that surrounded her Amherst garden, nevertheless com- 
posed a poem on the locomotive. William Morris, escaping to the heroic 
world of the sagas, took as his point of departure the smoke-hung indus- 
trial cities in which he worked. 

Herewith came a new cleavage in the human personality: for perhaps 
the first period since the introduction of Christianity, the extraverts now 
had an idolum and a social pattern that responded wholly to their per- 
sonal needs; and the very possibility of throwing one’s whole life into 
the systematic exploitation of nature widened the gap between the extra- 
verts and the introverts: it contributed to the melancholy, to the brooding 
impotence, to the mixture of fear and contempt, with which the represent- 
atives of the inner world, the artists and poets, greeted the new race of 
philistines, who were so gloriously at home in the counting-house and the 
factory. 

The romantic and the utilitarian impulses doubtless represent constant 
elements in human nature. And though they had their origin in different 
aspects of the personality and sought different outlets, they were never- 
theless historically united. It was the pursuit of mechanical efficiency that 
provided ultimately for the leisure, the privacy, the solitude that the 
middle-class romantic enjoyed; and it was the cult of the irresponsible 
individual, glorying in his uniqueness and his unlikeness to other men, 
that provided a mental escape, if no more, for those who found it impos- 
sible to accept the grinding discipline of the new factory or the sordor 
of the new environment. But the utilitarian aspect was the dominant, the 
romantic was the recessive, in this new society. To labor unflaggingly 
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from morning to night, to multiply the powers and widen the services of 
the machine, to produce more cottons and hardware, in order to beget 
more people who would produce more cottons and hardware, were the 
goals of the utilitarian effort. 

The exuberance of the artist was now attached to machines and utilities. 
To the ancient categories of the good, the true, the beautiful, a fourth 
was added — the useful. This was a valuable addition; but the utilitarians 
managed to spoil their contribution by treating it as a total replacement. 
Truth was what worked: that was the pragmatism of science, practiced 
long before William James’s belated formulation. Beauty was what raised 
the price of finished goods, transforming them from comforts to luxuries. 
Goodness, human goodness, was essentially the capacity to do more work. 
All the repressed emotional life of the extravert poured into the machine: 
feelings once evoked by images of feminine beauty now were drawn forth 
by the sleek cylinders and pistons of machines. 

Prometheus, he who stole fire from the gods, became the new deity, 
and work was the new gospel of salvation. Goethe’s Faust, as depicted in 
his romantic youth, was tempted by Mephistopbeles through the tradi- 
tional desire for knowledge and for woman’s beauty; but the Faust of 
Part II is a different man who solves the great enigmas of life, not by 
pursuing them further, but by submerging himself in work: reclaiming 
land from the sea, building canals. Note the conclusion of Faust: “The 
man who ever toilsome strives, him only can we save.” This is the religion 
of the utilitarian era: it is the connecting link between the capitalist and 
the worker, between Samuel Smiles and Karl Marx, between Thomas 
Carlyle and Andrew Carnegie. Work served psychologically in a double 
capacity, as stimulant and as anesthetic. If it did not bring riches, it 
brought relief from other worries and disappointments — from poor health, 
an unsatisfactory marriage, stunted affections. Absorbed in work, life 
held for the utilitarian mind no tangle of conflicting impulses, no ultimate 
enigmas, no insoluble problems, and alas! no ideal vistas. 

Now, one cannot appraise the futility of this new gospel unless one 
likewise understands its robust creative qualities. It released people from 
time-worn occupations that had ceased to have dignity and meaning: the 
gentlemen of the court and the camp, with their privileges, their vanities, 
their mincing purposes, were now rapidly displaced by men who organ- 
ized railroad systems with a ruthlessness that equaled Napoleon at his 
military best, who bound together continents by cable and telegraph, who 
funneled wheat into ships that threaded the seven seas, with an eye to 
actual human needs which was sharpened by their own desire for power 
and money. And mark this: the appeal of the utilitarian conquest was 
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universal. “Despatch,” observed Lord Chesterfield to his son, “is the soul 
of business . . . fix one certain hour and day in the week for your ac- 
counts, and keep them together in proper order; by which means they 
will require little* time. . . . Business whets the appetite, and gives a 
taste to pleasure, as exercise does to food ; and business can never be 
done without method; it raises the spirits for pleasure; and a spectacle, 
a ball, an assembly will much more sensibly affect a man who has em- 
ploy than a man who has lost the preceding part of the day.” 

In short, utilitarian habits and interests gave life as a whole a fresh 
savor; they introduced one to the real world in all its variety and applied 
the unfettered imaginations of men to tasks they had hitherto performed 
grudgingly, resentfully, stupidly, like slaves who would not give them- 
selves to their work lest their masters should benefit by it. Business, in- 
vention, enterprise excited enthusiasm: to have a job as merchant, sailor, 
weaver, factor, even as financial speculator, was to have a part in the new 
drama of Prometheus, not just stealing fire from Heaven, but building 
a new Heaven on earth, a Heaven with messengers who were swifter than 
the angels, with principalities and powers who were more audacious than 
Lucifer. Mechanism, absolutism, and capitalism, all formulated by the 
fifteenth century, had now reached the state of complete incorporation 
and embodiment: in the new environment they crowded out every other 
impulse. A canal, a railroad, a steamship, a factory, a bridge were wit- 
ness to man’s new powers: a thousand factories, a thousand bridges, a 
thousand steamships altered the very possibilities of life. 

Up to this time, practical duties were looked upon as mean compul- 
sions: people had treated work as a curse, not as a means of humanizing 
man, and similarly leisure was looked upon as a blessing, even if it 
proved also to be a bore. Now a new possibility opened up: work ceased 
to be a secret, a mystery, locked up in traditional routine and condemned 
to exist forever without benefit of spirit: every aspect of it might summon 
up the intelligence, stimulate the imagination, even occupy the affections. 
This glorification of work doubtless went too far: but it was but a natural 
overcompensation for the contempt and disparagement that had — if one 
excepts the great example of Benedict — been traditional among those who 
could escape it. 

The new utilitarian spirit was recorded in the eighteenth century, not 
merely by the great paleotechnic inventions that followed Watt’s improve- 
ment of the steam engine, but in Diderot’s Great Encyclopedia. This is 
one of the main sourcebooks on modem technics: its excellence in this 
department is due to the gusto with which Diderot applied himself to the 
task of getting information, summoning workmen from the provinces to 
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describe to him the paper works of Montargis or the silk and velvet works 
of Lyons. Each new material that utilitarian man brought into use, each 
new invention he made, each new product he put on the market gave him 
a greater confidence in his power to make over the world by steady piece- 
meal reclamation. And no group was excluded from this practical adven- 
ture: a printer like Franklin would improve stoves, a clergyman like 
Cartwright would invent the power-loom, an artist like Fulton would per- 
fect the steamboat. 

As a humanizing influence the new interests and the new processes 
of production were extremely fruitful and they were to have a healthful 
effect upon the development of the personality. But this is more than 
one can say without qualification of the goods themselves or of the goals 
the utilitarians set before the community. This distinction is important. 
The philosophers of industrialism, from Bacon to Bentham, from Smith to 
Marx, insisted that the improvement of man’s condition was the highest 
requirement of morality. But in what did that improvement consist? The 
answer seemed so obvious to them that they did not bother to justify it: 
the expansion and fulfillment of the material wants of man, and the 
spread of these benefits, from the few who had once pre-empted them to 
the many who had so long lived on the scraps Dives had thrown into the 
gutter. The great dogma of this religion is the dogma of increasing wants. 
To multiply the powers of production one must likewise multiply the 
capacities of consumption. 

What, then, was man’s true life? The utilitarian had a ready answer: 
it consisted in having more wants that could be supplied by the machine, 
and inventing more ways in which these wants could be varied and ex- 
panded. Whereas the traditional religions had sought to curb appetite, 
this new religion openly stimulated it: forgetting its hungry Olivers, who 
could with pathetic justice ask for more, it licensed its Bounderbys to 
unlimited consumption and surfeit. In the name of economy, a thousand 
wasteful devices would be invented; and in the name of efficiency, new 
forms of mechanical time- wasting would be devised: both processes gained 
speed through the nineteenth century and have come close to the limit 
of extravagant futility in our own time. But labor-saving devices could 
only achieve their end — that of freeing mankind for higher functions — 
if the standard of living remained stable. The dogma of increasing wants 
nullified every real economy and set the community in a collective squir- 
rel cage. 

Thus the universal use of the telephone has caused the abandonment 
of the far more economic written memorandum or postcard for brief 
intercommunication: the invention of the radio has caused the time-con- 
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suming human voice to displace the swift human eye even in the consump- 
tion of daily ne\js: the cheapened cost of printing has added to the 
amount of needless wordage and unusable stimuli that assail modern 
man in newspaper? magazine, pamphlet, prospectus, folder, advertisement. 

On the basis of its quantitative success, this untrammeled productivity 
and activity should result in boundless satisfaction: but its massive actual 
result is confusion, frustration, impotence. The mechanical expansion of 
human appetites, the appetite for goods, the appetite for power, the appe- 
tite for sensation, has no relation whatever to the ordering of the means of 
existence for the satisfaction of human needs. The latter process requires 
a humane scale of values and a priority schedule for their fulfillment 
which puts first things first. No such scale existed in the utilitarian ide- 
ology. Without critical inquiry it assumed that the new was better than 
the old, that the mechanical was better than the vital, that the active was 
better than the passive, that the financially profitable was a sufficient indi- 
cation of the humanly valuable. All those unqualified assumptions were 
demonstrably false. 

The utilitarian ideology sought to interpret every aspect of life in 
terms of the practical: hence truth, goodness, and beauty were either 
badly warped or crassly neglected in the new environment of industrial- 
ism. There is a comical passage in a review of Tennyson’s early poetry 
by J. S. Mill, in the Westminster Review for January 1831, which shows 
the limitations of the new ideology: it may be matched by Herbert 
Spencer’s analysis of the progress of painting. “It would be a pity, 
observed Mill, “that poetry should be an exception to the great law of 
progress that attains in human affairs; and it is not. The machinery of 
a poem is not less susceptible of improvement than the machinery of a 
cotton mill; nor is there any better reason why the one should retrograde 
from the days of Milton than the other from those of Arkwright. 

In the Golden Day I cited Mark Twain’s great howler on the same 
general ‘heme; perhaps it is worth repeating for the benefit of those who 
might still accept it as common sense. For Walt Whitman s seventieth 
birthday, Mark Twain wrote him a letter on behalf of a committee of 
American men of letters; this is what he said: “You have lived just the 
seventy years which are greatest in the world’s history and richest m 
benefit and advancement to its peoples. These seventy years have one 
much more to widen the interval between man and the other animals 
than was accomplished by any of the five centuries which prece e t em. 
What great births you have witnessed! The steam press, the steams ip, 
the steel ship, the railroad, the perfect cotton gin, the telegrap , t e 
phonograph, photogravure, the electrotype, the gaslight, the e ectric lg t, 
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the sewing machine, and the amazing, infinitely varied and innumerable 
products of coal tar, those latest and strangest marvels of a marvelous 
age. And you have seen even greater births than these; for you have seen 
the application of anesthesia to surgery-practice, whereby the ancient 
dominion of pain, which began with the first created life, came to an end 
on this earth forever. ... Yes, you have indeed seen much — but tarry 
for a while, for the greatest is yet to come. Wait thirty years, and then 
look out over the earth! You shall see marvels upon marvels added to 
those whose nativity you have witnessed; and conspicuous about them you 
shall see their formidable Result — man at almost his full stature at last! 
— and still growing, visibly growing while you look. . . . Wait till you 
see that great figure appear, and catch the far glint of the sun upon his 
banner; then you may depart satisfied, as knowing you have seen him 
for whom the earth was made, and that he will proclaim that human 
wheat is more than human tares, and proceed to organize human values 
on that basis. (Signed) Mark Twain.” 

The thirty years duly passed: the marvels came — airplanes and dirigi- 
bles that assailed helpless cities; flame throwers and poison gases that 
suggested newer and more ingenious forms of torture than rack, wheel, 
or faggot; explosives and deadlier gases that threatened to exterminate 
not merely active combatants but every vestige of organic life in the 
region subjected to them. Towards the end of those thirty beautiful years 
men applied, in a black rage of warfare, more satanic ingenuities than 
Mark Twain himself had dreamed when he rigged up the defense which 
the Connecticut Yankee made against the feudal hordes in the last chap- 
ter, and killed ten thousand men by a bolt of electric current. Man almost 
at his full stature at last! Fifty years after Mark Twain’s letter, the irony 
grew only deeper: for by that time a leader had appeared who proclaimed 
that tares were more important than wheat and who proceeded to reor- 
ganize human values on the basis of giving primacy to the savage, the 
bestial, the anti-human. 

Needless to say, in the admirable list of inventions over which Mark 
Twain exulted there was reason to exult — provided reason had governed 
their exploitation and had made them the servants of man’s own higher 
development. In thinking of the nineteenth century as the century ex- 
clusively of mechanical improvement Mark Twain had bowed every other 
type of invention and creation out of the picture: he forgot that this 
was the century of Goethe, Emerson, Tolstoy, Hugo, of Beethoven, Schu- 
bert, Brahms, of Delacroix, Goya, Courbet, Renoir, Rodin, and not least 
of Whitman himself: men who had sought to re-enthrone the human per- 
sonality and redress the balance between the inner and the outer world. 
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But one can hardly wonder at Mark Twain’s limitations when one remem- 
bers that Goethe himself had, in his old age, duly succumbed to them. 
Why, according to Eckermann, did aging Goethe think it would be worth 
the trouble to live fifty years more? To see England build the Suez Canal, 
the United States build the Panama Canal, and to see the Rhine and the 
Danube connected. 

That spirit was finally interpreted by the brilliant Winwood Reade in 
a typical Victorian tract called The Martyrdom of Man. At the climax 
of that work he predicted three inventions: a fuel substitute for coal, aerial 
locomotion, and the synthetic composition of food. What further triumph 
was then left for man? The extinction of disease and the achievement 
of immortality. And then? Having reached the topmost peak of utilitarian 
fantasy, Reade could go no further: man’s final task consisted in a 
cosmic return to the old theme of colonization: he would migrate into 
space and would finally, by becoming the architect of systems and the 
manufacturer of worlds, achieve the ultimate power and perfection of 
deity itself. The elaboration of that fantasy, with variations, was left 
to Mr. H. G. Wells: but its emptiness should be plain — it created a re- 
ligious myth out of matter and motion and reduced the condition of man 
to that of an enlightened locomotive engineer. 

One does not disparage the real utilitarian virtues when one points 
out that the utilitarians took too much pride in their limitations, and bur- 
ied too many ultimate problems in the mere routine of busy work. The 
fact is that they lacked any real perspective on life and death, on the 
irrational elements in man’s psyche, or on the mysteries he confronts in 
the universe: their answer to all of life’s enigmas was to work a little 
harder and to forget about it. This means that their final remedy was the 
cultivation of insensibility. They cultivated an esthetic insensibility, so 
that they would not be too keenly aware, like Ruskin and Morris, of the 
hideous squalor and disorder and ugliness their careless pragmatism vis- 
ited upon landscapes and cities: they cultivated a moral insensibility, so 
that they would not, like Thomas Hood, hear the Song of the Shirt or 
have anything but self-righteous indignation at the bottomless misery of 
the people they exploited. They cultivated a biological insensibility, so 
that they would not be aware of the very animal joy that was missing 
from the drab routine they imposed on themselves. But they rationalized 
this insensibility, when they came to think of it, in terms of a philosophy 
that demanded the greatest happiness for the greatest number, and that 
made happiness consist in the increase of pleasure and the decrease of 
pain : so it should be clear that in addition to their other kinds of insensi- 
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bility they cultivated the vice of intellectual insensibility: for the life they 
enacted was a tissue of shams and contradictions and ,self-deceptions. 

Unfortunately, the vice of insensibility could not be confined to the 
factory: tied up with the mechanical ideology itself, it finally spread into 
every department of life, as a distrust of the emotions and a derogation 
of feeling. In arriving at intellectual judgments the utilitarian, or the 
pragmatic liberal as I have called him elsewhere, did his best to eviscerate 
his feelings, under the hallucination that the judgment of a half-man is 
more objective than that of a whole man. The result might have been pre- 
dicted: emotions and feelings came out only in surreptitious, coarse, and 
degraded popular forms. Either that, or emotions were attached to un- 
suitable objects: witness the religious veneration that went into the build- 
ing of the American skyscraper, the highest object on the skyline of the 
commercial city: otherworldly even to the point of sacrificing profit itself 
in the fanatic pursuit of altitude: witness the pious esthetic slush that sur- 
rounds the marketing of a new brand of perfume or a new kind of elec- 
tric toaster. The systematic perversion of emotion has gone so far in every 
aspect of modern life that genuinely gallant Navy captains have to ex- 
plain the grisly realities of battle in terms of football games, and radio 
announcers must work hard to make the urgent duties of war seem as 
real, as warmly compelling, as they have already made the choice of a 
soap or a cigarette. 

Insensibility breeds misplaced sensibility: having banished the full 
gamut of the emotions all that the utilitarian leaves of them is a wide 
smeary smile. And in this final act, the utilitarian undermines his own 
faith: the gospel of work no longer even delivers the goods. 

If the romantic never understood the strength and the attraction of the 
utilitarian dream, the revolutionist never penetrated its weakness or even 
understood that it was, in fact, a dynamic figment of the human imagina- 
tion. But if the cause of political liberty did not achieve the good results 
that the earlier reformers expected, it was partly because people now 
sought to be rich as well as free, and in shaking off the chains of despotic 
government they willingly thrust freedom into mechanical handcuffs, 
so fascinated by the mechanism itself that they did not perceive, until too 
late, that they were caught by it. For the unrestricted pursuit of riches 
and power led once more to disparities, inequalities, legalized injustices. 
No one thought seriously of applying the principles of political democ- 
racy to the organization of factories, not even Robert Owen: these organs 
of man’s mechanical liberation were run on absolutist principles, and 
the automatism of the workers was taken for granted: obedience was en- 
forced as strictly as in the army — without the army’s compensating care. 
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This was an automatic carryover from military to industrial regimenta- 
tion. • 

Now to bring men together to work as a corporate body, without undue 
friction and without any individual purpose except the contribution to 
the work-process itself, is one of the great tasks of every society: slavery, 
mechanization, guild-organization, factory discipline are all empirical 
attempts to solve the same problem, and except in small groups, close to 
the original family unit, it has never been successfully solved on humane 
lines. The mere increase in the size or scale of the operation increases the 
number of human units employed and ultimately tends toward their mech- 
anization: a debasing and inhuman process. This problem is the great 
problem of political society: never more so than in the age that removed 
the mechanical obstacles to large-scale organization. 

In attempting to ignore this political problem within the mill and the 
mine, the organizers of the factory system assumed the uncontested right 
of the capitalist alone to rule in the domain of production. Hence coercion 
and mechanical organization went hand in hand as if by divine prear- 
rangement. What was the result? It was expressed in classic terms by 
Pope Pius XI in Quadragesimo Anno: “Bodily labor . . . has every- 
where been changed into an instrument of strange perversion; for dead 
matter leaves the factory ennobled and transformed, where men are cor- 
rupted and degraded.” The head of the Church of Rome thus showed he 
had a far more realistic understanding of the penalties of mechanical 
progress than the effusive Mark Twain: the latter was so beglamored by 
the surfaces of machines that he failed to look into the recesses of men 
or even at their worn, sullen faces. 

2: Political Reform 

At the beginning, romantic man was a non-political animal. Both the 
commercial and the esthetic egoist dreamed of a private world and wished 
to be ‘‘let alone” to enjoy it. The political attributes of romanticism, its 
cult of medieval life and national lore, did not appear in any fullness 
till the nineteenth century, though Percy collected the “reliques” of Brit- 
ish balladry and the fatuous Boswell sported the costume of a Corsican 
mountaineer. Political reform was at first essentially the product of rea- 
son in the narrow sense of that word: a belief in the critical intellect, 
rational contrivance, deliberate effort. 

The notion that society was entirely a product of artifice and could 
therefore be remodeled at will was not in origin a democratic belief: it 
rose rather with the spread of despotic and absolute forms of government, 
which attributed to the edicts of the Prince — when backed by a monopoly 



310 THE CONDITION OF MAN 

force — a sanctity of authority and a power of creative evocation which 
often passed beyond any practicable objectives. Governments tended to 
arrogate to themselves, as Thomas Paine mordantly pointed out, virtues 
which belonged to the actions of society as a whole, just as a little boy 
who jiggles the window-catch in a railroad train sometimes fancies his 
efforts make the train go faster. Under this self-flattering belief, law be- 
came not merely a shortcut to persuasion but a means of peremptorily 
redisposing the forces of society and re-patterning it. And one cannot 
deny a certain brief power to such fiats: their potentialities for mischief 
at least were great: witness the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, the 
revocation of the edict of Nantes. 

In a centralized state, statute law served as a means of universalizing 
conformities and disciplines that had hitherto been controlled by more 
local bodies like the municipality, the guild, and the Church. 

Now, the believers in political reform had two objects in view during 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: one was to liquidate the burden- 
some heritage of abuses, and the other was to provide conditions in which 
the natural man, released from arbitrary constraints, could flourish. The 
first object was not incompatible with the existence of despotism. Not 
merely did a succession of hopeful “men of good will” submit memorials 
on improving the state of the realm to their absolute monarchs — Vauban’s 
memorandum to Louis XIV and Turgot’s plans for Louis XVI are well- 
known — but even more radical innovators, like Voltaire and Diderot, 
were happy to woo the absolute monarchs and to rest their hopes for 
human improvement on their power and wisdom. Because of their identi- 
fication of themselves with the ruling and exploiting classes, these reform- 
ers, in doing away with obsolete privileges, only made it easier for new 
privileges to establish themselves under the wing of the state. 

What was called freedom among the new economists of laissez-faire 
was in fact a negative principle: freedom to escape from the obligations, 
traditions, and constraints of communal life. Instead of removing the 
foreign growths that impaired the functions of the old corporations, the 
reformers took the anti-historic course of wiping out the corporations 
themselves. Turgot, for example, sought to abolish the guilds altogether, 
not to remove their anti-social restrictions upon membership, upon new 
inventions, upon productivity. The French revolution, a little later, went 
much farther; for it not merely abolished the guilds in 1791, but it abol- 
ished religious bodies in 1790 and 1792, did away with literary societies 
and academies in 1793, and even wiped out financial associations in 
1794. In all this, the new political state was merely carrying to its final 



XI. REVOLUTION 

In all its forms, the spirit of revolu- 
tion was an immense uprising against 
meaningless habits anj moribund cus- 
toms. Nature’s own violence now en- 
couraged man’s efforts to unshackle 
himself: the fires of the revolution 
were stoked by the romantic movement. 
Witness Turner’s Calais Pier, “the Eng- 
lish packet boat arriving, French fisher- 
men preparing for the sea.” Here the 
insurgent vitalities of the period are as 
plainly expressed as in Delacroix’s noble 
painting of Liberty Leading the People. 
Both themes were translated into litera- 
ture by Vidor lingo: Toilers of the Sea 
and Les Miserables. Revolution burned 
the weeds and turned over the soil, pre- 
paring for fiesh growths; but in the 
paucity of more positive ideals than 
rebellion itself the revolution not merely 
devoured its childien but dug its own 
grave. Violence begot violence: terror 
begot terror: revenge begot reprisals. 
The ruthlessness of I lie threatened 
classe> is here symbolized in Goya's 
painting — though the firing squad was 
perhaps the most kindly form of 
butchery practiced. In the fascist cult 
of cold violence one marks the final 
putrefaction of the revolutionary idea: 
revolution by repression. The true al- 
ternative to revolution is not the preser- 
vation of the status quo: the alternative 
is perpetual challenge and continued 
renewal: persistent day-by-day changes 
harnessed to large, comprehensive, and 
dearly di fined human purposes, work- 
ing toward justice and brotherhood 
within a universal society. The delib- 
erate process of renewal is essential to 
the continued growth of the personality 
and the community. This insight partly 
underlay Jefferson’s conception of the 
Deed for recurrent revolutions: chal- 
lenges to the encrustations of habit, 
Jhe insolence of uncontested authority, 
J*ud the complacent idolization of a 
lead self. Thus both crisis — often 
>r ‘>ught on by failure to meet new 
hullerjges — and renewal itself are nor- 
'-'d events: means of resuming the 
11 h of growth. Hence deep revolu- 
ns require centuries, not decades, for 
'ir fulfillment: witness Christianity 
Capitalism. 


XII. HELL, 
PURGATORY, AND 
HEAVEN ( 1 9 T H 
CENTURY STYLE) 

William Cobbett was perhaps the first 
to speak of “starvation in the midst of 
plenty”: the final bitter anomaly of a 
society that sacrifices life to profit. 
Van Gogh’s The Potato Eaters was 
done at Nuenen: the work of an artist 
who knew these peasants as he knew 
the miners at La Borinage. 

“As well as the greatest optimist,” he 
wrote, “I see the lark soaring in the 
spring air, but also I see a young girl 
about twenty, who might have been in 
good health, a victim to consumption, 
and who will perhaps drown herself 
before she dies of an illness. If one is 
always in respectable company among 
rather well-to-do bourgeois one does 
not notice this much, perhaps, but if 
one has dined for years on la ruche 
enragee, as I did, one cannot deny that 
great misery is a fact that weighs down 
the scale.” 

Progress was the watchword of this 
society and movement its chief solu- 
tion for otherwise insoluble difficulties. 
Daumier’s Third Clas^ Carriage stands 
for the companionship of the poor and 
the middle classes in a new form of 
purgatory: the daily shuttling between 
factory and dormitory, office and sub- 
urb. Salvation by locomotion. Renoir’s 
lunch by the rherside is the opposite 
pole from van Gogh's Potato Eaters, 
even as its warm, sunbathed colors are 
the other extreme from van Gogh’s dark 
blues and blacks. Good food and wine, 
beautiful women and athletic men, 
open air and sunshine — all this pointed 
to renewed health and sanity provided 
men did not treat it as a permanent 
resting place or a final goal. Van Gogh’s 
Christian insight into e\il complements 
Renoir’s celebration of life’s natural 
goods. 

Charles Peguy, who knew the suffer- 
ings of the poor through personal 
experience as painful as van Gogh’s, 
drew a sharp line between a demoraliz- 
ing poverty in irretrievable misery and 
that noble poverty chosen by the saint, 
the artist, the soldier for the sake of 



intenser dedication to his ta^ks. The latter poverty promises a life more abundant — as the people* 
rose to their hour of trial were to find during the cataclysmic wars that brought this epoch to its 
An ^economy of abundance that has no place for this corrective insight will be undermined by h* ^ 
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conclusion the aim of despotic policy: to make the state take the place 
of all rival corporations, associations, groups, communities. 

What was left? T)n one side an all-powerful organization whose chief 
end was power: the police, the military, the tax collector give the sov- 
ereign state the ultimate decision over the lives and fortunes of its com- 
ponent members: in the society of nations the egoism of states, inflated 
by the reckless pretensions and paranoid suspicions of the absolute mon- 
archs, takes legal form in the malignant concept of unqualified sover- 
eignty, which places the state above morality and above law. Sharing in 
that paranoid illusion, the masses of men, daily becoming more impotent 
in their active economic relations, transfer their own will-to-power to the 
supreme collective unit, and during the nineteenth century willingly par- 
ticipate in the bellicose assertions, the marauding enterprises, the imperi- 
alistic exactions, and the shameless land-stealing, which once were at- 
tributes of national monarchies. Refusing to create and to submit to a 
common law and a common government, the new states, whether demo- 
cratic or tyrannous in their internal affairs, multiply both the means and 
the occasions for war. 

And what is left on the other side? The atomic individual, divorced 
from all the associations that give body and texture to his personality, 
and that lend to him their collective support. An atom or a million atoms: 
it makes no difference, for against the power of the organized state, they 
remain zeros, and as the triumphs of fascism have proved, seventy million 
zeros are still nothing. This atomic individual has a single motive-power, 
self-interest, and a single aim, self-preservation: in his atomic existence 
he is under the governance, as Jeremy Bentham said, of “two sovereign 
masters, pleasure and pain. It is for them alone to point out what we 
ought to do as well as to determine what we shall do.” But this self- 
interest has only one way of identifying itself and asserting itself, and 
that is through class interest: this is what unites the otherwise detached 
individual to the state; and the great battle for power that began in the 
nineteenth century was for the sake of determining one question: "What 
class shall seize, what class shall control, the state? Atomic individuals, 
stripped of -the powers that adhere by nature to life in groups, naturally 
fancy that power is all-important: money power, military power, political 
power. 

So inherent to h uman society, however, is the need to form associations 
that the progressive abolition of corporate freedom applied chiefly to the 
older forms of corporate life. At the very moment when the agitation for 
dissociation was at its highest, in the country where such agitation went 
farthest, namely in France, new associations and communities, agricul* 
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tural associations, financial companies, life insurance companies, were 
actually coming into existence. In short, the theoretic war between the 
individual and the state was abated in practice by thfe universal growth 
of new corporate organizations which covered every aspect of life. 

By an even greater irony, the agitation for the abolition of corporate 
privileges was itself partly the work of a new association, the Order of 
Free-Masons, which was sedulously patterned after the ancient guilds, 
and which even professed to trace its history in more or less unbroken 
line back to the workmen originally engaged on Solomon’s Temple. In 
1717 the first Lodge of Masons appeared in London: Paris followed in 
1725, Philadelphia in 1727, St. Petersburg in 1731. In one aspect, ma- 
sonry may be regarded as a rationalist attempt to counter Jesuitism; but 
its other mission was to provide a bond between the members of the middle 
classes at a time when all other bonds were being loosened by immigra- 
tion across the political frontiers of nations and the social frontiers of 
classes. 

Masonry was romantic, indeed neo-gothic, in its ceremonial: its initia- 
tion ritual was an earlier return to a fantastic Middle Ages than “The 
Castle of Otranto” and Walpole’s domicile on Strawberry Hill. But at the 
same time Masonry was an expression of the humanitarianism, the ration- 
alism, the cosmopolitanism of the Age of Enlightenment. It used secret 
methods and promoted public aims: it revived moribund rituals and 
spread progressive ideas: it appealed to sentimental tradition and the 
past, but worked for innovations, hoping for nothing but good in the 
future. Lessing saw in the Masonic movement an organization capable of 
transcending local differences between states, classes, nations, churches; 
but though its membership grew steadily, it would seem, until the twenti- 
eth century, and though it fostered many imitators, it did not succeed in 
the self-imposed task of creating an artificial religion of humanity. 

Mid the flux of migration and revolution, the Masons established an 
organization of comradeship and mutual aid. To keep their fellowship 
from being too nebulous, the secret orders attached themselves to the 
modem practice of life insurance: on the lowest terms they promised their 
members a decent burial and a friendly helping hand for the survivors 
of the departed. The spread of these orders went along with the spread 
of life insurance, foreign travel, and international salesmanship: the 
Rotary International was perhaps the last large effort to sustain the orig- 
inal impulse of Masonry, with more public forms and more vaguely in- 
nocuous objectives. For a time. Masonry became a rival to that other 
universal institution, the Roman Catholic Church: in France and even in 
Italy a formidable rival. But secular forms of fellowship, through trade 
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unions, Chambers of Commerce, and many other forms of association 
sapped the importance of the mystical fellowship of the Masons them- 
selves: so that it was their secrecy, even more than their actual power, 
which caused the totalitarian governments in our day to single them out 
promptly for a killing blow. 

But unfortunately Masonry had the weaknesses of a detached rational- 
ist ideology: it was not quite a religion, not quite an appropriate form 
of international union, not quite a full-fledged life insurance association, 
not quite an effective political instrument — and therefore it never devel- 
oped into the social agency some of its founders in the eighteenth century 
fervently hoped it would become. It was, from the beginning, a sort of 
post-ecclesiastical museum piece: a hybrid of romanticism and revolution 
which, like the mule, remained sterile. . . . 

The common belief in salvation by political reform was not due alone 
to the pretensions of the absolute state: it was partly the result of the 
fact that the reformers, with disarming simplicity, traced all the evils of 
life to the corruptions of political government. This was a natural reaction 
to tyranny. Those who live under bad laws and irrational procedures are 
inclined to exaggerate the beneficent powers of good laws: they are like 
a lame man with an excruciating toothache, who should fancy that if his 
tooth were treated he would also find himself endowed with new powers 
of locomotion. After a century or more of unscrupulous industrial exploi- 
tation the Working Men’s Association, in their petition to the newly 
crowned Queen Victoria, attributed the evils of their lot to “the corrup- 
tions of government, and the defective education of mankind.” 

Even the Marquis de Mirabeau, politically a fairly sober man, simpli- 
fied both the source of abuse and the ease of correction when he said: 
“The more I ponder over the abuses of society and the remedies sug- 
gested, the more convinced I am that it needs only that twelve principles 
expressed in twelve lines should be firmly fixed in the head of the Prince 
or his minister and carried out in detail to set everything right and to 
renew the age of Solomon.” Some of that simplicity, some of that head- 
long hope, lay at the bottom of the whole revolutionary movement, both 
in politics and in industry: it has become part of the weak utopian heri- 
tage of our own time. The Chartist, William Lovett, after tracing most 
of the social grievances of the industrial worker to class legislation, could 
still hope that a mere rational demonstration of the truth and justice of 
the workers’ cause would effect a change without “the violence of passion, 
the bitterness of party spirit,” or “the arms of aggressive warfare.” He 
did not understand that power belongs, not to naked ideas, but to the 
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organs of corporate life, backed by the energies and vitalities, as well 
as the moralities, of those who exercise corporate functions. 

On this matter, the despots knew better than their more sanguine sub- 
jects. Segur reports Catherine the Great as saying thaf Diderot’s proposals 
would make fine books but bad politics. He only wrote on paper, which 
submits to everything and opposes no obstacle to the imagination; but 
“I, poor Empress that I am, work on the human skin, which is irritable 
and ticklish to a very different degree.” 

3: The Basis of the Democratic State 

f 

Under despotism, political government had been irresponsible, Capri- 
cious, costly, and corrupt. As D’Alembert remarked, at the top olf the 
structure one found either eagles or reptiles — and even the noble eagle 
is a bird of prey. The mercantile politics of the absolute state, with its 
control over manufacture and trade by minutely detailed regulations and 
imposts, had expanded the army of bureaucrats, whose salaries were 
sometimes modest, but whose perquisites usually were large. Despite the 
example of the Chinese examination system, the bureaucracies were filled 
with younger sons, hangers-on, and chartered incompetents, hardly even 
caricatured by Dickens’ picture of Sir Tite Barnacle and the Circumlocu- 
tion Office. 

Goethe knew their ways well and, as he told Eckermann, evolved his 
own strategy of “direct action” to cut through bureaucratic barriers. 
Result: the more powerful the state seemed at its borders, the more cor- 
rupt and rotten it tended to become at the heart: witness France and 
Russia. For the latter, Alexander Herzen has left us a memorable picture 
in his Memoirs — a classic document. 

Only two courses were possible to make the state serviceable. One was 
to reform the state by a ruthless military regimentation, which would 
organize the country as a whole into a single unit, with each class selected, 
graded, standardized, trained to obedience. This was the course pursued 
in Prussia, from Frederick the Great to Stein, from Stein to Bismarck, 
from Bismarck to Hitler. Organization and discipline, without any provi- 
sion for freedom and development. On the contrary, to make such a state 
work smoothly, as Fichte boldly pointed out, freedom of the will must be 
eradicated, and the young so educated that no alternative to the good of 
the state would be possible. 

The other course was to restore political power once more to its source: 
to make that power legitimate, responsible, and beneficial. The first course 
led to totalitarian tyranny: achieved and completed in our own generation 
in the two countries where unrestrained absolutism continued longest: 
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Germany and Russia. The second course led to a path of development 
that will never be completed: that of democracy, with its continual re- 
alignment of forceg and redefinition of aims, with its need, like that of 
the person, for sloughing off its dead selves and transcending the very 
limitations imposed by successful achievement. 

Rousseau set himself the second task. As a result, his Social Contract 
became the fundamental book of the political revolution: it established 
a rational foundation for the liberties gained in the past and it sought 
to guard advances in the future. Taken with his Reflections on the Con- 
stitution of Poland and with many political dictums scattered through 
his letters, it is the most mature piece of political wisdom that the modem 
world has produced. If it is not as thoroughly seasoned as the Federalist 
papers or de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, there is a good reason: 
it came before them. The strength of the argument does not in the least 
depend upon the fictitious conception of the social contract itself: the 
historic non-existence of such a contract is no refutation of Rousseau’s 
doctrine of the importance of intelligence and morals, no less than power, 
in political life. In making the pursuit of power the sole principle of 
action, Machiavelli and his followers had been forced to disparage the 
will of the people and to belittle the intelligence of all who did not aspire 
to active leadership. Rousseau did not make the contrary mistake: he did 
not underestimate the importance of power in the political state. His object 
was to make it legitimate, and to make the community itself secure against 
its abuse. 

The Social Contract is not an argument for natural society or for purely 
organic relations based on the slow accretion of precedents, some delib- 
erate, some accidental, some sound, some frivolous: that narrower effort 
was left to Edmund Burke. The Social Contract defines the natural state 
only to reject it: “What man loses by the social contract is his natural 
liberty and an unlimited right to everything he tries to get and succeeds 
in getting; what he gains is civil liberty and the proprietorship of all he 
possesses.” In other words, civil government falls midway in Rousseau’s 
scheme between natural life, in which all action originates in impulse and 
triumphs by force, and supernatural life, in which, according to Christian 
doctrine, the ambitions and vanities of sinful men are rejected, and life, 
uncoupled from the engines of power, is consummated by love. Rousseau 
personally pined for both extremes; but he saw that either would be fatal 
to security, to continuity, to civil freedom. As a citizen-philosopher, he 
rejected the weaknesses of both the Christian and the romantic idealiza- 
tions of society: instead, he took “men as they are and institutions as 
they might be.” 



316 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 


The central doctrine of The Social Contract is that the well-being of 
all citizens is the prime object of civil government* and that this well- 
being is more ultimate than special ends like the preservation of property. 
This is the doctrine that was written, a generation later, into the general 
welfare clause of the Constitution of the United States, despite the strong 
bias in favor of the narrow rights of the propertied classes, held by most 
of the framers of the Constitution: the belief that their private welfare 
as a class was superior to the general welfare of the “mob” or the “rab- 
ble.” But in what does the greatest good of all consist, granting that this 
should be the end of every system of legislation? j 

We shall find it reduced, Rousseau answers plainly, “to two miin 
objects, liberty and equality — liberty, because all particular dependence 
means so much force taken from the body of the state, and equality, be- 
cause liberty cannot exist without it. By equality we should understand*, 
not that the degree of power and riches are to be absolutely identical for 
everybody; but that power shall never be great enough for violence, and 
shall always be exercised by virtue of rank and law; and that in respect 
of riches, no citizen shall ever be wealthy enough to buy another, and 
none poor enough to be forced to sell himself; which implies, on the part 
of the great, moderation in goods and position, and on the side of the 
common sort, moderation in avarice and covetousness. ... It is precisely 
because the force of circumstances tends continually to destroy equality 
that the force of legislation should always tend to its maintenance.” 

These words were the very core of Rousseau’s political wisdom: a core 
that remains sound today. Had the brief chapter that contains them been 
conned by heart and followed with zeal by the peoples who experimented 
with the democratic method of government, the disrepute into which free 
government cast itself, by weighting liberty in favor of those who already 
had power and riches, would not have so easily followed. But the existence 
of class antagonisms at even the lowest levels of the proletariat, between 
skilled and unskilled worker, between peasant and artisan, curbed the 
removal of grosser class divisions. 

The contrast between Rousseau’s actual observations and the beliefs 
imputed to him by his detractors is so wide that one must pause for a 
moment to underline Rousseau’s position. So far from carrying the doc- 
trine of impulse into political government, Rousseau said just the oppo- 
site: “The mere impulse of appetite is slavery, while obedience to a law 
which we prescribe to ourselves is liberty.” And again, he was no less 
convinced of the clumsiness of direct democratic government, once one 
passed the boundaries of neighborhood, than were the writers of The 
Federalist. “It is the best and most natural arrangement,” he observed. 
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“that the wisest should govern the many, when it is assured they will 
govern for its profit, and not for their own. There is no need to multiply 
instruments or get, twenty-thousand men to do what a hundred picked men 
can do even better.” There spoke the wisdom of Calvin. This justification 
of representative government, however, was coupled in Rousseau’s doc- 
trine with its corrective: namely, “as soon as public service ceases to be 
the chief business of the citizens, and they would rather serve with their 
money than with their persons, the state is not far away from its fall.” 

The book that contains these wise generalizations became, with Thomas 
Paine’s The Rights of Man, the Bible of the popular political revolutions 
of the eighteenth century. It helped modify political life even more de- 
cisively than Emile touched education; and fully as much as The New 
Heloise transformed the personal relations in love and friendship. Such 
an influence comes, of course, only when formal exposition develops 
into clearer images the ideas that are more or less latent in public mind 
and practice; so while it would be foolish to minimize the power of Rous- 
seau’s imagination and his pithy style, which is here a model of precision, 
it would be false to give it the role of prime mover. Rousseau’s thought 
threw a sharp cone of light on a goal already defined in the English rev- 
olutions of the seventeenth century, and it accelerated a political force 
already in motion in some degree even in the most backward state. 

4: Demonstrations of Freedom 

The circumstances that produced the acts of the American War of 
Independence also provided the first occasion for testing the truth of 
Rousseau’s prescriptions for a free government. Indeed, it even afforded 
an instance, which Rousseau’s critics have usually overlooked, of the 
actual existence of a social contract; for such a deliberate compact, in- 
volving a surrender of powers to the state for the good of the whole, was 
the very foundation of the constitution that emerged from this particular 
revolution. 

The American effort became a precedent, and likewise a touchstone, 
for every other popular movement. Though the American states had a 
solider foundation in the experience of liberty and local political initia- 
tive than the various national states of Europe, handicapped by many 
more feudal survivals, the transformation that took place in France, with 
the revolution of 1789, at first seemed even more fundamental, in that 
it shifted the whole balance of economic power by overthrowing the feudal 
system and by temporarily effacing all the institutions connected with it. 
Yet the American revolution proved more durable in its ultimate effects. 
The causes and reasons for this are worth an examination. 
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“It has been frequently remarked,” said the authors of the Federalist 
papers, at a critical moment before the adoption of (he Constitution of 
the United States, “that it seems to have been reserved to the people of 
this country, by their conduct and example, to decide the important ques- 
tion, whether societies of men are really capable or not of establishing 
government from reflection and choice, or whether they are forever des- 
tined to depend for their political constitutions on accident and force.” 

The success and stability of the new American system of government 
settled this question decisively. But the terms of its success showed that 
more than rational intelligence and political good will was needful. Firstar 
it involved originally the existence of a large quantity of unoccupied fre^ 
land, rich in natural resources, not yet individually parceled out. For^ 
almost a century this land, increased by the central authority and held 
in trusteeship by the government, automatically preserved that equality 
which was essential to liberty. Second: it needed a common set of religious 
and moral principles, resting upon a common body of literature and the 
politically autonomous Protestant Churches. Finally, it called for long 
habituation in the general parliamentary procedure of electing officers, 
taking counsel, and making decisions, not alone in national political 
affairs, but in the organization of all voluntary associations. Here the 
historic experience of the English-speaking peoples gave them a long lead 
over every other nation except the Swiss. The democratic practice of self- 
government was the political key to self-development, communal and 
personal. 

The first condition was originally threatened by the extension of slave 
territory; and that threat nearly sufficed to destroy the Union. But in 
addition the government, bribed by the desire to open up its internal 
territory swiftly, with the least effort, the least intelligent supervision, 
progressively alienated its title to the vast domain: it granted vast tracts 
to the new railroads and turned over the rest, without permanent restric- 
tions against monopoly, to a host of clamant individuals, whose immedi- 
ate economic appetites were appeased by the Homestead Act, at the ulti- 
mate expense of both liberty and equality. Here the automatic operation 
of the law of rent justified the predictions made by Macaulay and W. H. 
Riehl: it brought back those drastic inequalities which had divided the 
economic classes of Europe into exploiters and exploited. 

But the second and third conditions were precarious, too. In the matter 
of a moral consensus, the doctrine of toleration, on which the American 
separation of Church and State was effected, requires something more 
than an agreement on the part of the state not to exercise authority over 
religious groups or establish an official religion. It also requires that the 



THE PROGRESS OF PROMETHEUS 319 

Churches, in return for this autonomy, should not attempt to exercise an 
influence as unified, corporate bodies over the state. As soon as a single 
religious institution, like the Roman Catholic Church, lays down a politi- 
cal policy of its own and seeks to give it the effect of legislation and ad- 
ministrative order, it violates the essential compact which guarantees re- 
ligious liberty. The reason should be plain. Once the Catholic Church by 
acting as a bloc can wield enough political power to sway the decisions 
of the state or to exercise a veto power over its actions, the separation of 
powers established in the Constitution of the United States is destroyed, 
and with it, a beneficent state of tension. Under cover, this minority be- 
comes the Established Church. 

One must note the important difference between an underlying common 
moral basis and a prevailing religious doctrine. Thanks partly to its 
Calvinist heritage, the American Constitution rests upon a division of 
powers, not merely between the branches of the government, but between 
the spiritual and temporal authorities within the community. That is a 
guarantee which not only protects religion from political tyranny but 
politics from religious tyranny. The entire system of law and government 
in the United States presupposes the acceptance of the universal principles 
of morality: public belief in truth, justice, liberty gains in strength be- 
cause they represent the common denominator in the higher religions and 
philosophies of the West, rather than the special dogmas of a single 
Church. Without maintaining this humanist tradition, the Constitution 
would probably have been unworkable: without renewing it, the system 
of government will lapse, either through popular indifference or brazen 
usurpation. That is why the central government had reason to challenge 
the Mormon Church, as a state religion, in Utah; and that is why those 
who would maintain our system of government have reason to challenge 
the efforts of the Roman Catholic hierarchy to work as a compact, authori- 
tarian political unit. When it does that, the Roman Church is in a position 
to dictate national policy, behind the scenes, if not openly. Indeed, it has 
already done so. 

The adoption of a common instrument of government in the free Amer- 
ican colonies did more than abstractly vindicate the principles of democ- 
racy and representative government. It solved two of the most vexing 
problems of political life: how to bring together in co-operation a large 
extent of territory and a large number of separate, often conflicting inter- 
ests, without the constant display of force; and how to provide for the 
common good without exercising detailed authority over every local act. 
These solutions were of universal importance: not less, certainly, because 
they were worked out by men who had analyzed the failures of political 
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association in the Amphictyonic Council and the Achaean League, and 
who knew the causes for despotism and centralization fin the petty dissen- 
sions and class antagonisms of the Italian cities. * 

In the American Constitution the wisdom of Rousseau and Burke united, 
as it were, to create a basis for political life that was rational in struc- 
ture and organic in content: it was based on current customs, habits, and 
interests, qualified by historic experience, meeting by masterly compro- 
mises discrepancies in size and authority between the founding states, 
and providing for a continued expansion of the Federal Union itself, and 
for a continued re-interpretation, through the Supreme Court, of its basic 
laws. Thus the Constitution combined a respect for going needs with an 
opening into future possibilities. This, as Price correctly remarked, in his 
Observations on the Nature of Civil Liberty, was an example to the rest 
of the world toward building the structure for an enduring peace. 

In his essay on the nature of peace Immanuel Kant underlined that 
perception : at the very moment that the United States, in its first isolation- 
ist misgivings, was withdrawing from the universal mission of democ- 
racy, Kant pointed toward its ideal goal — an ever more inclusive Fed- 
eral Union that would subordinate power to law, and make political 
vitality conform to conscience. There is no rational stopping place, once 
the logic of democracy is accepted, short of the United States of the 
World. 

The melodrama of the French revolution overshadowed the American 
example. But the startling nature of its changes, its very “originality,” 
points to a weakness which robbed the French people of a good part of 
the fruit of their effort, and lent itself to despotism and bureaucratic cen- 
tralization, rather than to the practice of self-government: the revolution 
was betrayed at the start by a lion like Napoleon and at the end by a 
worm like Petain. 

The French revolution, to begin with, wiped out the original divisions 
of France, based more or less on real feudal and regional unities: for 
these it substituted with cartesian rigor a system of mechanically de- 
fined “departments” without respect for the original geographic sub- 
stratum, for the actual historic heritage, or for claims of cultural af- 
filiation and self-government. Here the loss canceled out the advantage. 
Again, the revolution liberated the Jew from the odious restrictions of the 
medieval ghetto and wiped out the last traces of human slavery; but it 
deprived the enfranchised serf of the land his ancestors had once held 
and worked in common, and turned this communal possession over to in- 
dividual landlords, drawn usually from classes above them. So, too, the 
revolution swept away effete corporations and privileged monopolies; but 
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it also undermined the very right to voluntary association which is one 
of the chief guarantees against political absolutism, as well as one of the 
most precious positive freedoms afforded by society. The French revolu- 
tion even attempted to institute a new calendar and rename the days and 
weeks and months; but its only permanent success was a scientific one: 
the establishment of the metric system on the basis of a definite geodetic 
measurement. 

Final paradox: the most radical innovation in political government that 
the French revolution made was also the most destructive to human se- 
curity: the institution of the popular army by conscription: a mass com- 
pulsion that went beyond the most ruthless and unscrupulous practices of 
despotic governments. The latter were wont to commandeer or shanghai a 
small minority of able-bodied men for their military service, or like the 
petty rulers of Germany, they enslaved for the army those already en- 
slaved by serfdom. But under Carnot, the revolutionary government in- 
troduced the principle of universal compulsory service, so that the whole 
nation, and in particular all males of military age, became part of the 
armed forces. Volunteers had won the American revolution, ragged in 
discipline and unreliable, but free: conscripts saved the French revolu- 
tion: saved it and betrayed it to a military conqueror, Napoleon Bonaparte. 
More had advocated conscription in his Utopia, an extension of the me- 
dieval levy; but now it became an agent of political mass-production 
which gave to war the equivocal benefits of factory organization. 

This example, spreading to almost every other nation, at last even to 
those domains of freedom, Great Britain and the United States, multi- 
plied the possibilities of military destructiveness and increased the finan- 
cial burdens of war. Totalitarianism thus appeared first in democratic 
war: it inculcated military habits of mind, and caused a further reliance 
upon compulsion, automatism, drill, in departments of life where they 
had hitherto been foreign. This extension increased the difficulties of 
liquidating war as an institution; for national wars became temporary 
diversions from the class wars that now threatened the internal stability 
of the nations. Napoleon erected this condition into a strategy for ex- 
tending power. 

In general, the French revolution established no new rights that were 
not already guaranteed and established by the example of the American 
revolution. The makers of the later revolution were conscious of this fact: 
in the report read by the Archbishop of Bordeaux to the Constituent As- 
sembly on July 28, 1789, one reads: “Our soil should by right be the 
first to which this grandiose idea [The Rights of Man and of Citizens] 
conceived in another hemisphere, should be transplanted. We co-operated 
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in the events which gave North America her liberty, and now she shows 
us on what principles we ought to base the presentation of our own. For- 
merly we carried the fetters into the New World; now it teaches us to 
protect ourselves from the misfortunes of being obliged to wear them.” 

In so far as these revolutions succeeded, they became symbols of hope 
to the oppressed masses throughout the world. Beneath surface ups-and- 
downs, De Tocqueville was not wrong in saying that the history of the 
past seven hundred years had been a history of the progressive extension 
of equality, and the French revolution was a consummation of this long- 
established tendency. For more than a century, the very word revolution 
became a beacon, whose light queerly transformed the bloody facts of 
civil war into a noble idyll of poetic revenge. But the boldness of the 
act was tempered by the superficiality of the outlook: much that needed 
amendment was untouched by the revolution, particularly much that 
looked bright, new, modem, and therefore was sacrosanct. By putting 
the whole emphasis upon the transformation of institutions instead of giv- 
ing equal attention to the re-education of men, the revolutionary leaders of 
the next century and a half turned their promised land into a mirage that 
perpetually retreated before them. Though they sought to cut society loose 
from its evil heritage, they forgot that they themselves, they and their 
guiding ideas, were a product of that heritage: so they evaded the most 
critical questions: Who is to guard the guardian? What is to revolutionize 
the revolutionists? The evils they tossed out the window nevertheless re- 
mained in the house: remained in the very person who had so valiantly 
appeared to remove them. 

In the myth of revolution, a fresh beginning was taken as the guarantee 
of a happy ending. What does that mean? It means that when we seek to 
define the contents of the revolutionary myth, we shall find that it rested 
on a devout faith in the “New World” of science, capitalism, mechaniza- 
tion, and colonial expansion. So that it was not by accident that Thomas 
Paine spent his spare time inventing an iron bridge; that the Saint-Simon- 
ians projected the Suez and the Panama Canals, and that the greatest 
triumph of the French revolution was the extension of its benefits, as suc- 
cinctly incorporated in a legal code, to the peoples subdued by the last 
of the great conquistadors, Napoleon I. Under this New World impulse, a 
get-rich-quick economics distracted people from the tasks of democracy: 
even Enfantin, one of Saint-Simon’s most revolutionary followers, ended 
up as a prosperous railroad engineer. 

In rejecting a twofold change, inner and outer, the parties of reform 
and revolution overlooked the organic connection between personality and 
community, between the individual and the collective form. They sought 
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to transform the institutions of society through self-interest, and create a 
high order of social existence without bothering to develop and discipline 
a higher type of self. But self-interest thereby continued to have its say: 
it prevented the change from taking place. The scorn and contempt of the 
revolutionary philosophers during the nineteenth century, when speaking 
of religion, was due partly to the fact that the Church centered its atten- 
tions so exclusively upon the redemption and elevation of the individual 
soul. But the party of revolution made the opposite error: they regarded 
all obstacles to social improvement as extraneous: hence, they could be 
mechanically removed by law; if class opposition had grown too firm, 
they could be demolished by an overwhelming display of physical force 
in a popular uprising (the spirit of 1848) or by a ruthless “dictatorship 
of the proletariat” (the spirit of 1917). 

Plainly both groups were the victims of a faulty analysis of society. 
Personality and community are much more intimately related than either 
would admit. But religion’s knowledge of human nature and its encour- 
agement of man’s best qualities in the end showed a superior realism: 
did not the only open corporate resistance to Hitler in Germany come 
from the Christian churches? 

5: Revolutionary Utopias 

The political revolutions that took place throughout the Western World 
from the seventeenth to the twentieth centuries were important events in 
the life of Western man. At their worst, they were surgical operations 
that removed large parts of a tumor: operations performed, it is true, by 
clumsy hands that, in their haste, hacked into sound tissue and permitted 
portions of the fibrous growth itself to remain. But the names of Crom- 
well, Washington, Paine, San Martin, Bolivar, and Garibaldi rank high, 
not alone for their achievement, but for a promise still unfulfilled: they 
awakened in the common man everywhere a sense of his own personality, 
a new self-respect. They gave him the hope of overcoming his disabilities 
by uniting with his fellows and putting his social relations on a rational 
basis. They promised him liberty, and as long as he prized liberty, 
guarded it vigilantly, everything else might be added to it. Above all, 
they promised him a fully human life. Those hopes and promises still 
remain operative. And they have still to find fulfillment. 

The spirit of revolution challenged irrational customs and invalid privi- 
leges; it broke down the barriers between classes, and gave the poorest 
boy the hope that he might achieve a place in society commensurate with 
his abilities. A plowboy like Bums might become the voice of his nation: 
a barber like Arkwright might become an industrialist: a poor printer’s 
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son like Michelet might become a great historian; a rail-splitting fron- 
tiersman might become a President. Even Napoleon wopld boast that a 
private in his army might carry a field marshal’s baton in his knapsack. 
Both the political and the economic revolutions rejected ‘the notion of a 
permanent stratification of classes: they elevated talents hitherto smoth- 
ered in obscurity, doomed once to follow the inherited path. In the name 
of equality the revolution respected the inequalities of intelligence and 
professional ability, and drew upon the whole community for its leaders 
instead of confining itself to the established ruling classes. Goethe’s grand- 
father was first a tailor, then an innkeeper. Instead of remaining at this 
level, Goethe’s father went to Leipzig to study law; and Goethe himself 
attained a position above that of mere official rank. That, too, was part 
of the revolution: it opened up occupations and professions, as the dis- 
covery of the New World had opened up territory. William Cobbett, once 
an ignorant plowboy and soldier, never ceased to marvel over the miracle 
of his own self-transformation. 

Naturally, the revolutionary ideology powerfully affected the condition 
of woman, whose economic status had deteriorated since the Middle Ages. 
Now she found her spokesmen for the right to be a complete, self-directing 
personality: Condorcet proposed to give her the ballot, and Mary Woll- 
stonecraft raised once more the demand for an equal education: in the 
New World, around the middle of the nineteenth century, Mt. Holyoke, 
Vassar, and Oberlin led the way. Among the planks of the utopian plat- 
form laid down by Enfantin, the coming of a female Messiah was not the 
least; and, comically enough, his hopes were both fulfilled and derided by 
the belated appearance of Mary Baker Eddy. 

Though the revolution had been conceived as a means of transforming 
human society by political action, the revolutionary temper operated in 
every quarter: it affected dress, manners, business, daily habits. One must 
beware of attributing to politics alone all the good and bad changes that 
revolution brought about. The readiness to place oneself in new situations, 
to participate in new experiences, to welcome new ideas, to adopt new 
manners, was a mark of the revolutionary personality. Once the barriers 
had been let down in politics, the spirit of change manifested itself in 
every department of experience: indeed, change itself came to be accepted 
as a value, irrespective of what it brought with it. With the blind faith 
of religious conviction, every break with the past was looked upon as a 
move toward a happier future. 

This rejection of the past was arbitrary; but it had one great quality 
that distinguished it from the Christian rejection of paganism: it rested on 
an unbounded confidence in human powers; and by its very overcompen- 
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sation here it raised the level of human energy. The symbol of that energy 
was Napoleon Bonaparte. Nothing now seemed impossible; and therefore 
many operations that had hitherto been impossible, from the spanning of 
rivers to instantaneous communication, were boldly achieved. The reac- 
tionary Joseph de Maistre wryly characterized this spirit when he ob- 
served that “the eighteenth century, which distrusted itself in nothing, as 
a matter of course, hesitated at nothing; and I do not believe that it has 
produced a single tyro of any talent who has not made three things on 
leaving college — a system of education for youth, a constitution, and a 
world.” The dreams that were fabricated during this period of liberation 
continued to excite, to inspire, and to seduce men for more than a century. 
Only one thing could deflate these dreams: their translation into reality. 
Then the insufficiency of the revolutionary ideology became plain. Did it 
demand too much of the future? Not at all; but it had thrown aside too 
much of the past, and instead of serving and nurturing the whole man, 
the whole community, it was too easily content with fragments of both. 

During the nineteenth century a series of revolutionary utopias were 
written; in them, the final hopes and aspirations of the revolution were 
imaginatively embodied. These ideal landmarks tell us almost as much 
about the condition of man in the nineteenth century as any factual his- 
tory: furthermore, the utopias of Fourier, Owen, Cabet, Buckingham, and 
Bellamy all left their imprint upon actual society, above all the first two. 
Though Friedrich Engels criticized the spirit in which they had been con- 
ceived, contrasting it with the “scientific” system conceived by himself 
and Marx, the fact is that whenever the socialist movement passed from 
the stage of agitation to that of actual construction, it was forced to fall 
back upon the imaginative fantasies of the Utopians: for if they were 
wishful idealists as to means, they were keen realists as to ends, so keen 
that they even defrauded their ideal expectations. 

The man who first penetrated the weaknesses of capitalist production, 
who first devised, out of a fertile imagination, an alternative to the paleo- 
technic regime, was Charles Frangois Marie Fourier: a genius whose so- 
cial fantasies pushed common sense to the border of lunacy; or, if you 
will, a lunatic whose lucid imagination more than compensates for mo- 
ments of unbridled fantasy. Fourier presents an unusual mixture of 
fanaticism and shrewdness, of wishful sleight-of-hand and penetrating ob- 
servation, of daft hopes and rational proposals. He was the last nine- 
teenth century economist, I believe, to begin his work with a series of 
propositions about the nature of God; he was likewise the first reformer 
to take full -account of the existence of evil, and to propose, in a positive 
way, to make use of negative and hostile elements in order to generate a 
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better society. One must think of this extraordinary man, a commercial 
traveler by occupation, as a sort of Balzac of sociology, capable of swift 
passages from absurd melodrama to robust observation'and statesmanlike 
insight. <• 

Fourier confronted the new conditions produced by paleotechnic indus- 
try: conditions for which the political revolutionists had provided neither 
a diagnosis nor a cure. Industrialism, for Fourier, was one of the latest 
of scientific chimeras, which produced goods in confusion without any 
proportional compensation, without any guarantee to the producer or 
wage-earner that he would participate in the increase of wealth, without 
any attempt to rectify the social or the personal results of lopsided me- 
chanical toil. Fourier opposed to the mechanical atomism of this society 
his theory of combinations and groups; and he divided these groups 
according to the needs or “passions” of men : one of the earliest essays in 
dynamic psychology. Indeed, Fourier’s brilliant intuitive improvisations 
in psychology and sociology were, in the main, sounder than much of 
what passed for science in these fields during the nineteenth century. 

Fourier takes human passions as given; his utopia is not designed to 
“effect any change in our passions . . . their direction will be changed 
without changing their nature”; and the means that he proposed for doing 
this is to unite a sufficient number of people in an organized community, 
or phalanstery, whose varied occupations and interests, whose varied land- 
holdings and industries, whose generous civic equipment, will give scope 
to every variety of human temperament. A good community, for Fourier, 
was one that would bring these passions into play, in their complex actions 
and interactions, toward the achievement of an ultimate harmony: for 
man has a threefold destiny, “an industrial destiny, to harmonize the 
material world; a social destiny, to harmonize the passional or moral 
world; and an intellectual destiny, to discover the laws of universal order 
and harmony.” What was at fault in modem civilized societies was that 
they were incomplete: being incomplete, they thwarted men and created 
social dissonance: the merchant throve on scarcity, the doctor on disease, 
the soldier on war. 

While Fourier accepted the minutest division of labor, he sought to 
nullify its evils by frequent change of occupation throughout the day, and 
by suiting the occupation itself to the temperament of the worker. He 
proposed to further interest by making every worker a copartner in the 
enterprise; and he enunciated the principle of social security, in the 
guarantee of a minimum of goods sufficient to remove all anxiety about 
the future from the worker and his family. Further, Fourier, with a criti- 
cal eye for what was happening throughout the countryside, pointed out 
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the current evils of deforestation and laid down a firm policy of conser- 
vation: almost a century before William James he proposed to create 
industrial armies bf youths and maidens who “instead of devastating 
thirty provinces in a campaign • . . will have spanned thirty rivers with 
bridges, re-wooded thirty barren mountains, dug thirty trenches for irri- 
gation, and drained thirty marshes.” It is for lack of such armies, says 
Fourier, that civilization is unable to provide anything great. 

For all his extravagances, Fourier was the first of the revolutionists to 
project a series of radical institutional changes in terms of the whole man, 
and to relate the wholeness of the individual to that of the community: 
here he was not merely the first but remained the last. If he attracted many 
generous souls in the nineteenth century, not least the ineffectual idealists 
of the Brook Farm experiment, he remained without influence precisely 
because of his desire for wholeness: even the utopias that followed were 
bom of an impoverished sense of the human personality. 

Fourier’s contemporary, Robert Owen, if not less a zealot than Fourier, 
had the authority of a successful career as a hard-headed mill-manager and 
owner. When he spoke of the evils of the new industrialism, he spoke as 
an insider who had worked his way up through the ranks, and when he 
advocated improvements in the regime, he frequently sought only to widen 
the scope of his own experiments. Though Owen’s career as a philanthro- 
pist met with far less immediate success than his career as an industrialist, 
its ultimate effects were profound. From Owen one may trace direct re- 
sults in the trades union movement, in the co-operative movement, in the 
social security program, and in the design of garden cities. 

Unfortunately, Owen’s simplemindedness handicapped all his efforts 
and left a sad bequest to his followers. His doctrine of improvement was 
founded on the conception of the human personality as completely plastic 
and passive: by artful conditioning and systematic education he proposed 
to wipe out false ideas, and to replace them with correct ideas about man 
and his powers. Need I define “correct ideas”? Naturally, they were 
Owen’s. If his doctrine were indeed true, it would be a better tool for 
despotism than for democracy: indeed, to the extent that it is true, despot- 
ism employs it. 

Since Owen was exceedingly optimistic about natural man, his illusions 
about the rich were fantastic: he imagined that they would not oppose 
the workers’ demands for amelioration if they were convinced that their 
own “comfortable and respectable enjoyment of life would not be af- 
fected”; and like many of the New Deal economists in our day, he was 
naive enough to believe that the workers’ condition could be radically 
improved without altering the fundamental values of capitalism, and 
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without reducing the wealth or the prerogatives of those on top. Owen’s 
original proposition, that caring for the human machinery was as profit- 
able as oiling and repairing the physical machinery, whs sound: but when 
it made him believe that reform would therefore prove more practicable 
he deceived himself. He forgot that capitalists must pay for new machin- 
ery; whereas, during the nineteenth century, they were provided with such 
a surplus of human machinery, gratis, that it scarcely profited them to 
repair what they could so easily replace, now that human skill no longer 
played so great a part in production. 

Neither Fourier nor Owen had any great influence on society in their 
own day; but it would be a mistake to believe that their thought was with- 
out far-reaching practical effects: what they formulated as a complete 
scheme, the industrial order was to incorporate and embody by degrees: 
in this utopian ideas were no stronger or weaker than other ideas. Engels 
in his Socialism, Utopian and Scientific, poured scorn upon the long suc- 
cession of thinkers who conjured up ideal societies and proposed detailed 
plans of action, without having the faintest regard for the way in which 
ideas became historically effective; but in terms of actual results, it is 
the Utopians, not the scientific socialists, who have helped define the 
ends of socialized production: many of the most important social inven- 
tions of the last century and a half can be traced back to them. The imag- 
inative intuitions of Condorcet, Saint-Simon, Enfantin, Fourier, Owen, 
Buckingham, Wakefield, Bellamy, Wells, once in circulation, undoubtedly 
acted as a stimulus to thousands of other minds and thus prepared the 
way for fresh action. When socialists had any concrete problems to face, 
they could get little guidance from Marx or Engels once the initial phase 
of seizing power was over: they were forced to return secretly to the very 
thinkers they had despised. Even the notion of “socialist competition,” 
introduced in communist Russia as an incentive to production, goes back 
directly to Fourier. Marx’s curses and tabus must not be allowed to hide 
this simple fact. 

In one respect, all the Utopians from Plato and More onward have 
implicitly warned mankind as to the price they must pay for mechanical 
perfection, little though that warning might be heeded: almost without 
exception they agree that the price of this perfection is loss of freedom, 
initiative, self-government. Utopia and Icaria are dictatorships: even 
Bellamy’s Looking Backward rests political power in the hands of the 
superannuated workers, who elect the authoritative heads of the great 
labor armies. That warning too long remained unheeded: to those who 
were tired of the strain of free living it might even seem like a promise. 
But in addition, the utopian revolutionists were guilty of an even graver 
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weakness — not the fact that they dreamed so copiously, hut the fact that 
their dreams were,so mediocre. Try as they would, the most optimistic 
minds of the nineteenth century were all obsessed by the utilitarian ideol- 
ogy: Bellamy no fess than Marx, Engels no less than Spencer, could con- 
ceive of a better future only in terms of the widening triumphs of indus- 
trialism. For all these thinkers, the command of materials and natural 
forces might be only a preliminary step: but their goals were indefinable 
except in terms of this step — and beyond that their notions of a develop- 
ing human life were nebulous. It is important to understand this obses- 
sion: the most extreme idealists shared it with the most sordid practical 
men. It explains the sense of fear that “progressive” and “liberal” minds 
still experience at the very possibility of a more human orientation. Their 
vision of perfection too rarely rises above the level of the machine. They 
do not suspect that when Prometheus stole the fire from Heaven he left 
even more valuable gifts behind. 

6: The Dialectic of Revolution 

The utilitarian ideology had above all one serious defect: the society 
that committed itself to these ideals produced many ugly and evil results 
that were not specified in the blueprints. 

The rigorous order of the machine was opposed by the sprawling chaos 
of the new industrial towns; the wealth of the manufacturers was denied 
by the poverty of the workers; the peaks of prosperity for all classes were 
followed by commercial crises that often bankrupted even the more for- 
tunate groups. On the facts of the case all the leading critics of the new 
industrial regime were agreed: the communist Marx, the tory Disraeli, 
the anarchist Bakunin, the bourgeois individualist, Henry George. Even 
Malthus and Ricardo were agreed as to the facts though they believed 
that the iron law of population and the iron law of wages were in sub- 
stance unalterable. Progress and poverty marked the new industrial order. 

By the middle of the nineteenth century the miscarriage of industrialism 
had become more conspicuous than its promises. Science and invention 
and organization, so far from contributing to the relief of man’s estate, 
seemed to have widened his collective capacity for misery. Even those 
who, like Herbert Spencer, were originally sure that society was auto- 
matically following the inevitable path of progress, so that militarism 
would give way to industrialism, war to peace, and poverty to plenty, 
would discover before another generation was over that their beliefs stood 
in need of revision; for the very remedies brought forward to relieve the 
evils of industrialism seemed to Spencer to bring mankind nearer “The 
Coming Slavery.” 
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The man who sought to master this situation, who planned to convert 
the utilitarian hell into a proletarian heaven, was Karl Marx, a German 
bom of a Jewish family in the Rhineland, where industry had had a foot- 
hold even in Roman times. If anyone was capable of describing and re- 
solving the contradictions of capitalist production it would be Karl Marx, 
whose life was a series of contradictions. A son of the bourgeoisie, mar- 
ried to a woman of noble family, Marx devoted his whole life to the 
emancipation of the working classes. But in his person, Marx never 
achieved the status of a manual worker, nor had he any first-hand contact 
with the routine of the factory. Despite his efforts as a newspaper cor- 
respondent, he and his family were parasitic on the earnings of his friend 
Friedrich Engels, who supported the communist movement out of a salary 
earned in a Manchester cotton firm. Marx migrated out of his class and 
his country: yet his ideology never overcame the militarist and absolutist 
bias of his native land, and he scarcely bothered to conceal his contempt 
for Russia, the country in which his writings were most widely appre- 
ciated. Finally, he who thundered against the moral airs of the bourgeoisie 
was too squeamish to admit Engel’s beloved Irish mistress, a girl of the 
working classes, into his family circle. 

The inner contradictions of Marx’s background had their equivalent 
in his thought. He concealed the apocalyptic vision of a Jewish prophet 
behind an elaborate facade of scholarly investigation; and he called his 
particular scheme of thought “science” in order to hide even from himself 
its deep emotional urge and its essentially religious attitude toward human 
destiny — two qualities that gave it power to gain support among masses 
of depressed and desperate men. And while Marx despised wealth in the 
form of possessions and made his whole family live a life of bitter heroic 
poverty, he worshiped power as much as he hated greed: he had an 
inner need to dominate every group he became part of, and would un- 
hesitatingly wreck it when it threatened to escape his control. 

In the Communist Manifesto he and Engels sang a paean of praise to 
the bourgeoisie, exclaiming that “it had been the first to show what man’s 
activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders far surpassing the 
Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic Cathedrals; it has con- 
ducted expeditions that put in the shade all former exoduses of nations 
and crusades.” At one moment Marx hailed the new order because it 
had swept away all fixed, fast, frozen relations and caused Irfan to face 
with his sober senses the real conditions of life: at the next moment he 
condemned the bourgeoisie for performing its mission so brutally, though 
he himself did not hesitate to urge the workers to take equally brutal re- 
venge when their day came. 
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One need hardly list all the contradictions and ambivalences of Marx’s 
attitude toward thg world around him; for he organized them into a water- 
tight system, a dialectic of history. His first master, Hegel, had taught him 
that the world as a whole was in a constant process of becoming; this 
was no aimless ebb and flow, but a purposeful current: it was the result 
of a struggle between opposites, in which a positive “thesis” begot its 
negation or “antithesis,” and in the course of the struggle created a higher 
unity or “synthesis.” For Hegel, “ideas” generated the material forms 
and institutions of actual life. Marx accepted the dialectic process as a 
complete description and turned it upside down: material forms, in par- 
ticular, the instruments of production and exchange, brought into exist- 
ence appropriate ideas in art, religion, philosophy, morals: these were 
mere shadows of the “real” world, the world of economic activity, which 
was governed by the necessity to eat, drink, have shelter and clothes, and 
to produce ever-more-elaborate means of securing physical livelihood. 
Like his seventeenth century precursor, Charles Blount, Marx regarded 
the forms of piety, justice, or art essentially as “grace before meat.” 

If Marx had perceived that his version of history actually comple- 
mented Hegel, instead of supplanting him, he would have created a socio- 
logical synthesis of the first order, in so far as history can be compre- 
hended in the exclusive terms of the dialectic process. But in recasting 
Hegel’s thought in materialist categories he rejected its valid aspects; 
and in holding that “material relations are the basis of all relations” he 
proceeded to confuse “basis” with “cause” and “reason.” In Engel’s fare- 
well eulogy on the dead man, he claimed that “Marx discovered the law 
of evolution in human history: the simple fact, previously hidden under 
ideological growths, that human beings must first of all eat, drink, shelter, 
and clothe themselves before they can turn their attention to politics, 
science, art, and religion.” 

That claim gives away the weakness of the Marxian interpretation; for 
in actual history the developments of language, art, and politics are as 
early as the technological developments that secure man’s physical exist- 
ence: in society, these aspects of life are organically related and neither 
precedes the other. Marx was correct in saying that all of man’s ideal 
creations have a material basis: he was wrong in confusing “basis” with 
“cause,” and he was doubly wrong in not realizing that all of man’s ma- 
terial achievements have, likewise, an ideal basis. Hence Marx assumes 
that economic institutions are self-begotten and all social changes are the 
by-products of that automatic technological development. 

Marx’s final mistake was to assume, with Hegel, that all change was 
of a dialectical nature: he and Engels understood best those changes in 
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which opposition and struggle manifested themselves. They were highly 
conscious of the drama of life: especially the bloody drama. That made 
them welcome Darwinism and identify Marxism with that interpretation 
of nature. But they had no insight into other modes of development and 
growth: hence they overlooked the role of co-operation and mutual aid, 
which Peter Kropotkin was to emphasize. Historic observation shows that 
there are many modes of change, other than dialectic opposition: matura- 
tion, mimesis, mutual aid are all as effective as the struggle between op- 
posing classes. In failing to take in the diverse modes of change, Marx 
compelled himself to overlook a good part of human history. 

While the dialectic of history dominated Marx’s thought and his plans, 
his larger significance comes from the fact that he brought together the 
three dominant streams of historic experience: the British tradition of 
empirical science and invention, as the basis for a new social order; the 
French tradition of political revolution, with its image of a complete 
regeneration of mankind by means of an uprising and a ruthless reign of 
terror; finally, the German Hegelian tradition of change as an essential 
attribute of both the order of nature and the order of society, so that each 
stage of history must be regarded, not as a closed achievement, but as in 
process of transcending itself by means of the very contradictions and 
struggles it generates. Marx transformed all three notions in the concep- 
tion that the “history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class 
struggles,” which ended “either in a revolutionary reconstitution of so- 
ciety at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.” 

Inflated by the yeasty optimism of his period, Marx never took seriously 
the second possibility. From the funeral pyre of capitalism he expected 
the phoenix of communism surely to rise. He was certain that the workers 
would be victorious; he did not admit that they might be more completely 
enslaved, nor did he entertain for a moment the thought that precisely 
for lack of class understanding and class collaboration, society itself might 
be thrown back into barbarism. Yet the very revolution he admired so 
ardently, that of 1789, provided a refutation of his main tenet. The volun- 
tary renunciation of their feudal rights by the French aristocracy, in a 
sudden wave of moral enthusiasm and self-abnegation, had done more 
to wipe the slate clean in the French revolution than the savage guillotine 
had done. Compared to that single act of class collaboration all that had 
followed by way of coercion accomplished relatively little of permanent 
value. Though reason alone is impotent to effect such changes, humane 
intentions may at the right moment produce a powerful effect: the volun- 
tary abolition of serfdom in Russia, prompted by the bad conscience of 
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the ruling classes, was quite as effective as the forceful emancipation of 
American slaves achieved in the bloody Civil War. 

By his dogmatic unwillingness to admit these facts, Marx made the 
path of revolution harder; for, by underlining the necessity for the class 
struggle and the dictatorship of the proletariat, by mingling his confident 
prophecies with loud threats of violence and revenge, the disciples of 
Marx roused the determined opposition of the ruling classes: fear urged 
the latter to anticipate the day of reckoning and to take matters into their 
own hands. Thus Marx conjured up an equally ruthless tactic of defense, 
an attitude which the moral and humanitarian scruples of the law-abiding 
nations had been slowly pushing into the background. When actual revolu- 
tion finally broke out at the end of World War I, both sides showed a 
capacity for large-scale brutality which even Czarist Russia had hardly 
dared to equal during the nineteenth century. 

If Marx treated the dialectic process as the revelation of destiny, his 
detailed interpretation of events proclaimed him a philosopher of history 
worthy to stand beside Vico and Comte. He realized that the French revo- 
lution had divided society artificially into two spheres, the political, in 
which man functioned as a tolerant, liberal, egalitarian citizen, and the 
economic, in which he was either a grasping capitalist or an exploited 
worker. Marx knew that a communistic system of production, such as the 
factory system by its very technical constitution actually is, could not 
be run for the benefit of a minority of exploiting individuals without, 
through its sheer productivity, wrecking this class-limited basis of exist- 
ence. 

But Marx believed that material conditions and technical inventions 
were self-created entities, existing in and by themselves: prime movers, 
original sources of social power. If they were otherwise, if they were the 
products of plan, effort, imagination, choice, they would then be subject 
to evaluation, rejection, improvement, change by means of the human 
will, as the Utopians believed. This Marx could not admit as possible: 
hence he accepted the machine process as an absolute, imagined that the 
proletariat would simply take up capitalist production at the point that 
capitalism left off, and in 1869 denounced his friend Beesly as a reac- 
tionary because he had drawn up a program for the future. 

Because of his self-imposed limitations, Marx never carried his social 
analysis of the machine to its conclusion: he had no plan for the deliberate 
projection of democratic methods into industry or of communistic proc- 
esses and ideals into the art and science and morals of this society. From 
his standpoint,- both efforts would have been self-defeating. But in re- 
jecting such efforts, he guarded an even more colossal utopian hope 



334 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 

which he never recognized as such: after proving that the industrial 
worker was brutalized, stupefied, and impoverished by capitalist produc- 
tion, he called upon this degraded creature to take the .initiative in estab- 
lishing a new order: the dictatorship of the proletariat was the key to 
salvation. That was worse than a paradox: it was a sentimental falsehood. 
In practice, the dictatorship was seized by a small group, an inner circle 
of ardent revolutionaries, partly drawn from the bourgeoisie and even 
the petty bourgeoisie, so heartily despised by the true revolutionist: Lenin 
was the son of a minor official. Unlike the Christian, who renounced so- 
ciety and therefore had no need of its arts and sciences, the Marxian 
worker was called upon to control a highly complex and powerful ma- 
chine, and he was supposed to acquire the skill and insight and moral 
discipline needed on the spur of the moment. 

By merely turning Hegel upside down, the materialist interpretation 
of history proved to be as limited as the idealist interpretation; and 
Marx’s morbid fear of utopianism actually harnessed him to a past mo- 
ment in history, that of the French revolutionary uprising. His doctrine 
of increasing misery, which would drive the proletariat into an armed re- 
volt, gave to a climactic external crisis a role that a more timely sense of 
grievance and a more alert intelligence would have played without being 
driven to the last stages of desperation. Since Marx’s imagination was 
chained to the French revolution he had no use for a superior wisdom 
that might have averted it: he was like a surgeon who rejects a cure done 
by means of diet because his own training demands the final use of the 
knife. Both Marx and Engels worked for civil war: indeed, Engels was 
preoccupied by war in every phase. Without war they could not envision 
change: “it is precisely the wicked passions of man — greed and lust for 
power — which, since the emergence of class antagonisms, serve as the 
levers of historical development.” Thus Engels in his attack on Feuerbach. 
This is a sort of proletarian version of The Fable of the Bees. 

As a fierce humanitarian prophet, as a student of the relation of tech- 
nics to production, as a leader in the attempt to focus the energies of the 
working classes on their own emancipation, as well as their material im- 
provement, Marx was a mighty figure, great because the moral fervor and 
humane vision of countless smaller men supported his purposes and gave 
direction and power to his abstract ideas. Marx is usually at his best when 
he makes least claim to being scientific, as in the speech in 1856 in which 
he said: “In our days everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Ma- 
chinery, gifted with the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying 
human labor, we behold starving and overworking it. . . . The victories 
of art seem bought by the loss of character. At the same pace that man- 
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kind masters nature, man seems to become enslaved to other men or to 
his own infamy. .,. . All our conventions and progress seem to result 
in endowing material forces with intellectual life and in stultifying human 
life into a material force.” Who could have stated the case better? Car- 
lyle, Ruskin, Tolstoy have little to add to Marx the critic. 

Though the immediate program originally set forth by Marx and Engels 
in the Communist Manifesto has not been completely fulfilled, much of 
it has become the common property of every country, even one like the 
United States, in which the glib defenders of the status quo rationalize 
their monopolistic privileges as “rugged individualism.” A heavy gradu- 
ated income tax, abolition of all right of inheritance, centralization of 
credit in the hands of the state by means of a national bank, centralization 
of the means of communication and transport, extension of factories 
owned by the state, and the improvement of the soil in accordance with a 
common plan, equal obligation of all to work, with the establishment of 
industrial armies, especially for agriculture — all these youthfully uto- 
pian proposals of Marx and Engels have actually been achieved, or are 
accepted as common sense measures that are near to achievement in many 
countries. 

Yet these changes have taken place, not by a revolutionary dictator- 
ship, but, as it were, by a geologic process of leaching and displace- 
ment. Under pressure of war in present-day Britain most of the early 
Marxian program has been achieved without precipitating any struggle 
between the minority whose income derives from capital and the majority 
whose income derives from labor: in short, revolutionary changes may 
come about without bringing with them a titanic and ruinous struggle. On 
the other hand, the further developments of capitalist institutions have 
placed serious brakes on change: Marx could not anticipate that the 
enormous growth of insurance would throw an economic bridge between 
the classes, nor could he anticipate the extent to which all groups, and 
above all the capitalists themselves, would seek security, even at the ex- 
pense of further development. 

Apart from the utopian indiscretions of the Communist Manifesto, it 
is only in scattered passages in Marx — in his letters as well as in his main 
work, Capital — that the positive side of his vision appears. Then it is 
plain to see that he revolted against the industrial division of labor and 
believed the communist state would restore the wholeness of the human 
personality. He praised the possibilities of life on the American frontier, 
where the. worker was not confined to a single occupation, and he looked 
forward to a time when a man might practice every occupation, as a man, 
without becoming identified with his work. 
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Marx’s sense of the whole man, as being the necessary goal of a fully 
humane system of production, has far more value ,for us today than 
Marx’s tortuous rationalizations of economic theory, ^in his attempt to 
make the facts contribute the necessary incentives to revolution. Though 
Marx was keenly aware of the difference between the biological and so- 
cial constants in human life and the cultural variables brought into exist- 
ence by the historical process, he himself never attempted to describe the 
constants in the economic process. The evils of Victorian industrialism 
exercised a serpentine fascination over him, and Capital was an attempt 
to give a systematic account of the transitory relations of capital, labor, 
and exchange in nineteenth century society: all that belonged in technics 
to this phase of capitalism he regarded as beyond modification. 

But if one thing should be obvious here, it is that the concept of the 
whole man must rest upon a theory of production which itself takes into 
consideration the underlying needs of the human personality. When Marx 
said that current capitalism was bad, he meant plainly that it was bad for 
man as a human being. Hence any critique of mechanized production 
must take into account not only the worker’s need for material sustenance, 
but the need for variety, for fellowship, for work-interest; not merely the 
need for security but the need for esthetic stimulus; not merely his de- 
mand for a just share of the rewards after the work is done, but for an 
equal share of reward in the work itself. The tenth item of the Communist 
Manifesto wisely advocated not merely free education for children but 
the eventual combination of education with industrial production. But 
who needs such a combination more than the mature industrial worker 
himself? Too easily did Marx and his followers accept the machine as 
an absolute: too subserviently did they believe that the replacement of 
craftsmanship by automatism was an inescapable if not always a benign 
process. 

Here William Morris’s salutary contrast to Karl Marx must be em- 
phasized. For Morris was no mere reactionary medievalist: he was too 
fully immersed in practical activities to linger in his pre-Raphaelite re- 
bellion: on the contrary, he remarked to Patrick Geddes that the iron 
steamships that were a-building in Glasgow were the Cathedrals of the 
industrial age, and he exulted not only in their craftsmanship but in the 
working unison they brought about. Unlike the bourgeois friend of the 
proletariat, Marx, Morris was a manual worker in his own right. Art, 
for Morris, was not a precious gift for the few but the daily bread of 
life, or at least the salt, without which life would lose its savor and the 
life-blood itself would be depleted. 

Morris saw that the machine had devitalized men, and that in the cur- 
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rent struggle for money and power the worker was slavishly accepting 
the ideals of his piasters. What the worker needed was not just shorter 
hours but better Jiours; not more money but a richer life. Morris’s pic- 
ture of a renovated England in News from Nowhere disclosed a new 
order in architecture, town planning, and regional development: an idyl- 
lic picture that now turns out to be closer to a desirable reality than the 
vitrified cities and the sterilized personalities that once paraded as the 
paradise of mechanized and socialized man. Even in industry Morris 
stood for the primacy of the person. “Simplicity of life, even the barest,” 
he pointed out, “is not misery but the very foundation of refinement.” 
Hence the true reward of labor was in life-wages: self-education, self- 
expression, self-government: mastery and satisfaction in the job, not com- 
forts and luxuries as a relief from the job. 

Marx closed his mind to the possibility of humanizing the machine 
from within: he dismissed the values of craftsmanship as ruthlessly as 
he dismissed the values of rural life — praising capitalism because it had 
“rescued a considerable part of the population from the idiocy of rural 
life,” though that rescue consisted in throwing them into the foulest slums 
and the most inhuman factories the world had ever seen. Here we ap- 
proach the final paradox of Marx’s philosophy: it rested on the conception 
of the continued expansion of the machine, a pushing forward of all those 
processes that had regimented and enslaved mankind, and yet out of this 
he expected not only a liberation from the existing dilemmas of society 
but a final cessation of the struggle. Fichte had suggested that the ulti- 
mate aim of government was to make government superfluous; but he 
was realist enough to put this goal myriads of years away. Marx, on the 
other hand, believed that as soon as the proletariat had abolished all other 
classes the state would wither away: with that, the millennial motive-force 
of history would disappear. Marx spewed out all the utopian minnows 
only to swallow an ideological whale. 

Despite all Marx’s rich historical knowledge, his theory ends in non- 
history: the proletariat, once it has thrown off its shackles, lives happily 
ever afterward. So he shared the Victorian love for the happy ending, 
though his theory of history had grasped the fact that processes, not things, 
are the essence of reality, and that every ending is a fresh beginning — or, 
as Whitman said, “it is provided in the essence of things that from any 
fruition of success, no matter what, shall come forth something to make 
a greater struggle necessary.” At the very moment that mankind as a 
whole is clothed, fed, sheltered adequately, relieved from want and anx- 
iety, there will arise new conditions, calling equally for struggle, internal 



338 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 

if not external conditions, derived precisely from the goods that have been 
achieved. r 

Marx boldly recognized — it was an essential part of ljis Hegelianism — 
that the evils in capitalism might engender goods; but he was not realist 
enough to anticipate that the goods in socialism might in time engender 
evils: in short, that no historic achievement is perfect, none final. 

Like every futurist utopia, Marxism denies the values that lie in the 
process of achievement: in plans and struggles and hopes, no less than 
in the ultimate goal. This is the commonest mistake of a detached ideal- 
ism: it attributes to some final moment the value which lies in the whole 
process that the ideal has helped to set in motion: this overestimate of the 
moment of fruition forgets the fact that it is not the climactic moment, 
but the whole act itself that is irradiated by the ideal. This applies to 
social life as a whole no less surely than to some particular phase of it 
like love and marriage. For the last three centuries the revolutionary 
movement has abounded in examples of moral fervor, heroism, and self- 
sacrifice: it has its long role of martyrs from John Milton to Eugene 
Debs, men who renounced easy careers, who accepted long imprison- 
ment, who showed superb contempt for death, who labored for the un- 
seen and the unattainable without faltering or turning back. All these 
characteristics gave the revolution the impetus of a great moral act, con- 
taining within itself the values it sought to establish: many of those who 
lived for socialism in the nineteenth century indeed achieved a greater 
measure of brotherhood and selfless love than those who, in the twentieth 
century, established a socialist state. 

But how different were these real goods from the image of the perfect 
society that the futurists possessed: that society where, as Eleanor Marx 
wrote to Beatrice Potter, “people would live for this world and insist on 
having what made it pleasant for them.” Compared to the reality of the 
revolutionary struggle, that bourgeois idyll in disguise could only be 
called insipid. Real life, even under capitalism, real life with struggle, 
pain, disappointment, fellowship, hope, love, is better than utopia. And 
utopia, to become real, must accept as an incentive to thought and act 
the dialectic role of evil. Good conditions provide for steady growth, for 
maturation: hence they must more widely prevail. But negative conditions 
cannot be glibly exorcized: the problem of evil is to reduce it to amounts 
that can be assimilated; for evil is like arsenic: a tonic in grains and a 
poison in ounces. 

The paradoxes of Marx’s personal life were continued and magnified 
in the movement he founded. Marxians, by their anti-religious bias, could 
have no belief in either the religious or the sociological concept of incar- 
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nation. Yet Marx’s personality continued to form the leaders who took 
up his work: his arrogance, his contempt, his capacity for vilifying his 
enemies and his iilcapacity to learn from anyone — except perhaps F.ngp-la 
— his belief that* his personal dogmas were the impersonal deliverances 
of history, all this tended to create socialist leaders who were more capa- 
ble of plotting for absolute power than of welding people with different 
backgrounds, ideas, and purposes into a unified group. The one-party 
state and the one-man government were the almost inevitable fruit of 
Marx’s character. 

In short, socialism suffered from an abortive incarnation. For Marx 
did not live the life of a socialist: his self-hatred and his self-contempt, 
which grew out of his sad situation, were magnified by repression and 
then projected upon every institution and every person that made him 
conscious of his internal conflict. The poison of Marx’s hate contaminated 
the pure, humane streams of socialist doctrine. 

In Engel’s life there were more generous strains than in Marx’s; in- 
deed, he largely sacrificed his own career as a thinker in order to for- 
ward that of the beloved “Moor,” as he called Marx. But he, too, hated 
Feuerbach’s philosophy because it preached love and implied reconcilia- 
tion: he denied his own organic conception of history by assigning the 
positive virtues to a stage beyond capitalism — as if they did not exist at 
least in the germ in every society. Here Kropotkin’s analysis was far more 
sound. 

Yet a day came when Engels was cut to the quick by Marx’s un- 
feeling comments upon the death of the girl Engels had loved and lived 
with: a day when he marveled over the sympathy and understanding of 
some of his commercial friends. That day was almost for Engels an awak- 
ening; almost but not quite: the doctrinaire prevailed. And in the great 
successful personalities of the communist movement, above all in Lenin, 
Trotsky, and Stalin, Marx’s aggressive and domineering impulses played 
a disproportionate part and rippled on through their followers. Abraham 
Lincoln in his charity, his humility, and his self-criticism, was a far better 
incarnation of the spirit of socialism. 

One might say of the Marxists what Macaulay said of the Puritans and 
bear-baiting: that they sought to do away with exploitation not so much 
because of love of the exploited as out of hatred for the exploiter. Cut 
loose from the humanizing ideas of the English, the American, and the 
French revolutions, it was small wonder that Marxism in Germany lent 
itself so easily to the exploitation of the National Socialists: even the 
Jew-baiting of the Nazis was a sinister game that Marx himself actually 
began. The Russian deification of Marx, Lenin, and Stalin marked the 
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downward passage of socialism into its opposite: authoritarian commu- 
nism, tempered by conspiracy and stabilized by purges: the negation of 
the democratic and egalitarian ideal. ' 

Before 1914 the ultimate triumph of socialism was* often taken for 
granted. Year by year it claimed more adherents, returned more members 
to parliament, spread its doctrines more widely: its questions of dogma 
were debated and resolved with a logic worthy of the early Christian 
fathers. But the chief problems about which opinions were radically di- 
vided were matters of tactics and tempo — not what, but how soon, and 
by what method. By accepting capitalism as an inevitable stage on the 
road to socialism, the socialists not merely validated the goals of con- 
temporary society but made them their own. To raise the existing standard 
of living, to widen the benefits of machine production, were ends upon 
which the utilitarian ideologists of the right and the left were both agreed. 

This is not to belittle the positive moral elevation which a change from 
capitalist production to socialist production promised. Not merely did 
socialism stand for a higher morality, in which the creative and co-opera- 
tive impulses would dominate the acquisitive ones. More than that: the 
very success of the Russian Soviet revolution in dethroning the conven- 
tions of capitalism and in establishing other incentives to work and action 
than those of profit-making and conspicuous waste, successfully shattered 
the conceit that the only alternative to capitalism was a return to a more 
primitive peasant economy. 

In this respect, the Russian revolution, no matter what its chequered 
aftermath, would serve both as an example of achievement and a symbol 
of even greater hope: no less decisive than the French revolution had 
been for the movement toward political democracy. For the Russian revo- 
lution showed that capitalist methods, capitalist rewards, capitalist ideals 
were all man-made provisions, not laws of nature as the apologists for 
capitalism had proclaimed. Other means and other goals were equally 
possible: communism demonstrated this more dramatically than the co- 
operative movement had already done. People would even submit for a 
time to no little regimentation and arbitrary compulsion provided the 
humane goals of socialism, a true sharing of the goods produced by so- 
ciety, were kept in view by the new rulers. 

Yet at the very moment of triumph, when the bolshevists seized power 
in Soviet Russia, a recoil took place; for the humanitarian face of social- 
ism, its dream of material abundance and democratic fellowship, now 
hid behind the iron mask of war and authoritarian government. The war 
was forced upon the Bolsheviks: they were surrounded by hostile states 
that plotted their destruction. But the authoritarian aspect of socialism 
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was a direct bequest of Marx: in his faithful translation of Marxian theory 
into practice, Nicolai Lenin progressively wiped out the groups and asso- 
ciations that would ■have shared and diffused the power of the state: what 
was not wiped ouS was incorporated within the state. Espionage, punish- 
ment without open trial, secret imprisonment in remote concentration 
camps or equally secret death, forced labor, the suppression of free 
speech and rational political alternatives, the creation of an official ruling 
class almost as remote from the masses as the capitalists and bureaucrats 
they supplanted, the complete centralization of economic power — all these 
new attributes of communism helped betray its original aims. Finally, 
the majority of those who had engineered this revolution were denounced 
as rascals and punished as traitors: as they had treated the Social Rev- 
olutionaries and Democrats who had differed from them, so they were 
treated in turn by their old comrades. If their accusers were right, this 
fact cast an ugly shadow over the origin of the revolution: if the accused 
were innocent, it cast a no less sinister reflection upon the state that had 
resulted from their efforts. 

These were the historical causes for the deflation of communism at the 
moment when it should theoretically have been in a position to widen its 
power, as both a religion and a political movement, throughout the world. 
Wherever official communism penetrated, its tactics had only one aim: 
to seize power and hold it; and no lies, brutalities, frauds, defamations, 
or self-contradictions stood in the way of this aim: hence it demoralized 
its temporary allies even more than it did their common enemy. The final 
result of this immoral policy was the security pact between Hitler and 
Stalin: the pact that gave Hitler the green light for launching his attack 
upon the world. In the end Russia paid a stupendous price for this self- 
betrayal: paid in unqualified heroism and noble self-sacrifice; but the 
world paid, too. 

When any further seizures of power were accomplished after the rise 
of the Bolsheviks, it was by nationalist groups which aimed to suppress 
the working class, to nullify all the international ties and organizations 
they had created during the past century, and to rule, in imitation of the 
Communist Party, by means of a single party machine: totalitarian ab- 
solutism, or Fascism. In short, the full harvest of practical Marxism was 
reaped first by the renegade socialist, Mussolini, who rejected all that 
was sound, humane, and generous in socialist doctrine. 

Under the immediate causes of this deflation, however, were more pro- 
found ones that had grown out of the larger situation: the fact that social- 
ism had been framed as a working-class counterpart of the utilitarian 
ideology; for Marx’s mission was not merely to turn Hegel but also 
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Ricardo upside down. This ideology had been founded on the assumption 
that the means of production would continue to expand, and that the 
population, even under a planned economy, need never reach any limits. 
Karl Kautsky indeed reproached More for providing for a stable popu- 
lation in his Utopia. But the New World that had been conjured up in 
the sixteenth century was now approaching its natural end: the elements 
that had been left out of the New World picture were now coming back 
with redoubled force, frequently in regressive and atavistic forms. Emo- 
tions and feelings that the philosophers of the machine had neglected or 
despised, were now reasserting themselves: above all, the trunk of the j 
past, which had been cut down, was now sending up numerous suckers, ^ 
suckers infested with grubs and covered by fungus almost before they 
had left the ground. In their baser manifestations, these new forces would 
curb socialism: in their humane aspects, they would add to its mechanical 
futurism certain vital human elements it had always lacked. 



CHAPTER X. 


BARBARISM AND DISSOLUTION 


1: Compensatory Vitality 

The period of exploration and colonization gave the primitive impulses 
of Western man a fresh outlet at the very moment that the machine 
threatened to curb them completely. From the fifteenth to the twentieth 
century those who revolted against the methodical discipline of daily life, 
who despised its comforts and conveniences, who loathed its efficiency as 
much as its inhumanity, could with a little resolution carve out a new 
kind of life for themselves at the edge of the wilderness. There the funda- 
mental primitive types, long sublimated in the city, the hunter, the fisher- 
man, the miner, the quarryman, the herdsman and the peasant, once more 
were dominant. Melville’s sailor, who saw no good in “snivelization” 
because all it did was to make people snivel, could bury his contempt 
and assert his manhood reefing sail on a yard-arm in a storm. 

As long as these openings existed, the machine could not completely 
subdue or depress the human spirit: there was a way out. Rather, the 
effect of the machine was just the opposite: it pushed men into adventure 
and even provided the few mechanical accessories, guns, compasses, that 
made it possible to face obstacles as terrifying as the Strait of Magellan 
or the high passes of the Rocky Mountains. 

The throwing open of vast tracts of arable land throughout the planet 
had both a direct and an indirect effect upon human vitality. By the first 
half of the nineteenth century it enabled Western man to rival, in sheer 
numbers, the millions who, at starvation levels, populated the East. From 
this time on, famines became a sign, not of nature’s niggardliness, but 
of man’s economic and political mismanagement. The new foods alone 
did more than merely enrich the meager diet of the European: the quan- 
titative increase in wheat, corn, and animal products was so huge that 
the population of Europe, despite enormous mass migrations to the West- 
ern hemisphere, was able to double in a century; and countries like 
England, with its command of both the seas and the overseas colonies, 
succeeded in quadrupling their population within the same span. Whether 
u 343 
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the actual birthrate went up during this period is perhaps questionable, 
though the changes in diet were probably favorable Jp fertility; but the 
survival rate increased enormously. For a sudden leap t in gross physical 
vitality, no other period in history compares with the nineteenth century: 
the nearest comparable advance must have been that which accompanied, 
probably over a much longer span of time, the original domestication of 
plants and animals. 

This gigantic biological revolution was both a quantitative and a quali- 
tative one. It multiplied the number of people on the planet, and it 
enabled Western man, with his command of transport and firearms, to 
occupy the sparsely settled continents he had discovered. Never was the 
ecological balance of nature so violently upset as during the last two 
centuries: whole species of animals like the bison and the wild pigeon 
were practically exterminated in their native areas, while the introduction 
of the horse and the ox to the grasslands of the New World increased 
both the available horsepower and the quantity of domestic cattle that 
could be fed and sent to market. At the same time these farflung adven- 
tures upset man’s own ecological balance: the intermingling of racial 
stocks and cultures occurred on a far vaster scale than any historic record 
bears witness to: the transplantation of the Negro from the continent to 
which he had so completely adapted himself, was only the first of a series 
of audacious displacements in which the profit and convenience of the ex- 
ploiting classes outstripped both biological knowledge and social prudence. 

Whereas in China and India a dense population was inevitably accom- 
panied by insecurity, by economic anxiety, by starvation, the same con- 
ditions were met in Europe and the Americas with a confidence that 
approached recklessness. Life was cheap and the means of life seemed 
all-abundant: the factories of Manchester, Lille, Philadelphia, and Essen 
consumed men as heedlessly as they consumed coal. As for the natural 
resources that were thrown open in the new countries, the fertile prairies, 
the virgin forests, the wells of natural gas, the seams of coal — they were 
treated as if they were inexhaustible. If the land got poor, die farmer did 
not bother with fertilizer: he moved on. Everywhere, Western man sold 
his primitive birthright for a mess of sour pottage. In rebounding from 
the constraints of the machine, he achieved a negative freedom: the free- 
dom to bum, to waste, to destroy. 

Those who had faith in industry, in progress, regarded this temporary 
condition as a permanent and universal one. This accounts, perhaps, for 
the fact that the actual state of the working classes, though it dropped 
during the nineteenth century to levels of foulness and barbarism that 
recalled the worst degradations of Rome, did not have a discouraging 
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effect even upon the masses that suffered. They still could hope: if not 
for themselves, at least for their children: if not at home, at least in some 
land beyond the seas. If they were not released by the machine they would 
be released from the machine. In that sense even a penal colony might be 
Utopia. 

2: The Myth of Natural Selection 

Western man’s aggressive attitude toward nature and toward primitive 
peoples was, in a certain sense, a diversion from the assaults he had long 
carried on against his immediate neighbors. It had the advantage of being 
definitely more one-sided: therefore it provided easier and larger rewards. 
But man’s attitude toward the primitive was ambivalent: one side of him 
was ashamed of his own greed and hard ambition: it led him to turn with 
loving interest to the very object he attacked. And just as the development 
of the machine was promoted by a dispassionate interest in the behavior 
of matter, so the exploration of the earth was followed by a new sense 
of awe and wonder over all the forms of life. 

In Europe, the works of man are so constant, so spectacular, so stimu- 
lating that thought remained predominantly urban till the eighteenth cen- 
tury. But in other parts of the world nature composed cathedrals, ar- 
ranged triumphal arches, erected the spires of distant mountain peaks, 
dwarfed to pettiness man’s most pretentious handiwork; and the strange- 
ness of the new flora and fauna helped lift all living organisms out of 
their conventional settings. Horticulturists, cattle-breeders, bird-fanciers, 
were stimulated by the strange species of plants and animals explorers 
brought back from the wilderness: as man wandered farther away from 
his ancestral habitats he found a new kinship with the other migratory 
species, the cuckoo and the stork, the duck and the swan, the eel and the 
salmon; and as he turned with new zeal to the improvement of the domesti- 
cated animals and plants, he began to reflect intensely on the origin of 
life itself. By a score of different channels the interest in nature widened: 
the discovery of the reproductive system of plants enabled amateur bota- 
nists of both sexes to talk as freely about sex as the Freudian theory of 
the libido did a century or so later: Darwin, while studying for the 
Church, was the member of an eating club that sampled unusual foods: 
in field and wood and mountain thousands of insatiable Plinys were ob- 
serving the world of life, day by day, as it had never been observed 
hitherto, for in the wilderness such knowledge often had survival value. 
This interest flowed back into the laboratory and the study. 

Buffon, Erasmus Darwin, Lamarck, Goethe, were all interested, not 
merely in the vast variety of living organisms with which man’s own life 
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is intertwined, but in their nature and development and transformation. 
Man began to recognize himself as the topmost shoot of a towering family 
tree, rather than as an upstart who had been given a divine patent of 
nobility some five thousand years before. The greatest lesson in the new 
natural history was a lesson in history itself: a lesson in life’s growing 
dominion over the non-living, as one proceeded from the most ancient 
strata of rocks to those in which the most primitive worms and crustaceans 
left behind the evidence of their structure, and from thence through rep- 
tile and bird into the age of the mammals: finally the dominance of man 
and the re-ordering of the entire balance of life on this planet. Here 
indeed the great chain of being became visible: the interaction of the 
non-living and the living, the continuity of living organisms, their variety 
and plasticity, their unsuppressible energy in meeting the hardest chal- 
lenges and their capacity for planning, beyond mere survival, toward an 
ever-more-purposive and self-sustaining development. On one hand, sta- 
bility, dynamic equilibrium: on the other, growth, development, trans- 
formation. Geology, paleontology, phylogeny all extended man’s time 
perspective: hence man began to see his own development as part of an 
historic process in which his fellow creatures, the earth itself, finally the 
planetary system and the universe were all involved. 

This new time perspective was in such contrast to the millennial earthly 
periods of Biblical history and the blank eternities with which Christian 
theology had been concerned, that even the most daring thinkers of the 
early nineteenth century could hardly entertain it. Thus Hegel, who is 
often given credit for evolutionary views, held that change was an at- 
tribute of the spirit alone and that the world of nature was only a per- 
petually self-repeating cycle, so that the “multiform play of its phenomena 
so far induces a feeling of ennui.” But now freedom, novelty and pur- 
posive adaptation could be detected within the entire world of life: sta- 
bility maintained itself within an unending spiral of development. Above 
all, time itself had a new meaning, for it could be correlated with phases 
of organic growth, both in the history of the individual and that of the 
species. The apparent fixity of organic forms was reduced to an optical 
illusion: life was a process of change, of development: above all for man. 
Carrying his dead ancestral selves in his germ plasm, he nevertheless 
sought through his developing cortex and his more fully integrated nerv- 
ous system to pass beyond himself and establish conditions that supple- 
mented, partly supplanted, nature’s. 

Give nature sufficient time, exclaimed the evolutionists after von Baer 
and Schwann, and nature will transform a primordial cell into a band 
of apes or an Academy of Platonists. The exploration of time became 
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for the nineteenth and twentieth centuries what the exploration of space 
had been for the sixteenth and seventeenth. Biological time: evolution. 
Social time: pre-historic archaeology and history. 

The discovery of man’s own biological roots was the culmination of 
a long intermittent process of observation and thought that had entered 
the available written record with Aristotle. Organic evolution became one 
of the most important themes of human life during the nineteenth century: 
the recognition of man’s animal origin even obscured for a time his 
divine destination, and led to a cynical disparagement of his ideal achieve- 
ments. But fresh though this new biological stirring was, the dominant 
mode of the period remained a mechanical one; and even in the mind 
man’s redoubtable achievements in observing and understanding nature 
were perverted by his naive faith in the utilitarian ideology. One could 
multiply the instances of this miscarriage of thought; but I will confine 
myself to the largest, that which overtook the doctrine of organic evolu- 
tion itself. Here, as in the cult of nationalism, the very reaction against 
the machine was transformed into its opposite. 

No one was more at home in the world of life than Charles Darwin. 
Rebelling against a career as a doctor or a clergyman, he joined the 
Beagle on a five-year cruise as a naturalist: in that ship, he wandered 
over the face of the earth, observing the natural landscape and the forms 
of life. Chronic seasickness did not deter him from his task; and though 
he collected specimens of every kind, his own most systematic work as a 
naturalist consisted in a two- volume description of the barnacle: all that 
lived was grist to his mill. Like a good romantic he loved the most nat- 
uralist of romantics, Wordsworth: Darwin read and re-read The Ex- 
cursion. As husband and father Darwin participated in the collective in- 
surgence of life: he became the father of ten children, nine of whom 
survived. 

Now, Charles Darwin, the naturalist, was a model for his kind: he min- 
gled acute habits of observation with a sympathetic insight into the 
impulses and needs of all organic life: when he sought to observe the 
behavior of babies, he was a good enough naturalist to place the baby 
in its natural environment, the arms of a young woman. Darwin’s study 
of the ecological relations of the earthworm gave a formative impulse 
to the new science of ecology: the study of groups, associations, food- 
chains, in all their organic complexities, gradually took the place of the 
isolated analysis of dead organisms and deformed structures. Darwin’s 
investigation of the expression of emotions in animals laid the foundation 
for the new science of animal psychology, so fruitful in its suggestions 
of the primordial contents of higher human behavior. Wherever Darwin 
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touched life at first hand his influence was a fertilizing one. If he never 
had a gift for systematic experiment in the fashion^ of Claude Bernard 
or Louis Pasteur, he had the prospector’s gift for opening up new veins 
of research. In paying tribute to Darwin the great naturalist one only 
humbly echoes the considered judgment of most biologists. 

But Darwin was lifted to fame by his contemporaries through some- 
thing other than his narrative of the Beagle voyage or his observations 
of living nature. He became known as the central exponent of the theory 
of biological evolution. The doctrine that all existing forms of life had 
developed from earlier and simpler forms, all of which could be traced 
back to a central stock, was familiar to the Greeks and had been restated 
in verse by Darwin’s grandfather, Erasmus Darwin: Herbert Spencer’s 
vast philosophic synthesis of evolution had already begun publication 
before the Origin of Species appeared. But in the Origin of Species the 
doctrine of evolution was given by Darwin a peculiar twist: his leading 
idea, the idea he fancied was original to him, was the notion that the 
population of all species tends under natural conditions to outstrip the 
food supply, that this brings about a struggle for existence between the 
members of the same species, and that as a result, the weaker members 
are driven to the wall, while those who survive reproduce their kind and 
hand on to their descendants precisely those more favorable variations 
that enabled them to survive. Extermination became the key to develop- 
ment. 

This theory, developed amid a wealth of naturalist observations, put 
together many widely drawn facts on modifications, fluctuations, and vari- 
ations which took place within species: Darwin established the prime 
difference between bodily modifications that took place in the lifetime 
of the individual and the more radical kinds that were enregistered in 
the germ plasm and transmitted to the offspring. He linked up observa- 
tions of the succession of the species, established by paleontology, with 
evidences of an organic succession found by comparative embryology. 
Many live fish were caught in this evolutionary net: but the main fish was 
a fake that had been unconsciously placed there by Darwin himself — 
the notion that natural selection accounted for organic development. Dar- 
win sought to draw forth a purposive result from the facts of accidental 
variation: the mechanism of this purpose was the struggle for existence 
and the survival of the fittest. 

On this central thesis, Darwin’s contribution remained confused and 
contradictory. Indeed one has only to state it clearly to see that it is a 
negative principle, which explains survival, if it indeed explains any- 
thing, but does not give an account of the actual processes of variation 
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and transformation themselves: on the latter point Darwin, when pushed 
to a conclusion, alternated between Lamarckian striving and mechanical 
changes in the ge^rm-plasm. As for natural selection itself, Hans Driesch 
properly characterized Darwin’s hypothesis of a gradual accumulation of 
accidental variations as one that would equally well create the structure 
of a house by the method of throwing bricks at random on the site. What, 
then, was Darwin’s contribution? What made the Origin of Species a 
turning point of thought in the nineteenth century? 

Darwin’s “original” contribution had been anticipated by Alfred Rus- 
sell Wallace; and the imminence of Wallace’s publication not merely 
gave him acute pain but made him hasten to finish his own work. Now 
the answer to this question does not lie in biology. The very theory of 
natural selection had been partly stated by Diderot in the eighteenth 
century: “I maintain,” he said . . that the monsters annihilated one 
another in succession, that all faulty combinations of matter disappeared, 
and that only those survived whose mechanism implied no important mis- 
adaptation, and who had the power of supporting and perpetuating them- 
selves.” What did Darwin and Wallace add to this notion beyond the 
support of a vast volume of observations? Nothing more nor less than 
the Reverend T. S. Malthus’s theory of population: the belief that popu- 
lation increases in geometrical ratio while the food supply increases in 
arithmetical ratio; so that poverty, vice, crime, and war are the only 
alternatives to either Christian abstinence or a voluntary decimation. 

This theory of Malthus’s performed a special social duty: it explained 
why the poor must remain poor, and why the upper classes, by getting 
all they have, are by a supreme law of nature entitled to have all that 
they can get. In its application to society, it was false; though it immedi- 
ately suggested to the acute mind of Francis Place the “neo-Malthusian” 
expedient of introducing contraception to the poor, as a mechanical al- 
ternative to such dire extremes of vice and virtue. What Darwin did was 
to read back into nature the current struggle for economic success: both 
he and Wallace took Malthus uncritically without asking for proof of 
his neat generalizations. Thus Darwin came to confuse the fact of survival, 
which rests on many other circumstances besides individual ability and 
capacity, with the fact of biological development: he confused fitness 
with betterment, and adaptation with physical prowess. In short, he justi- 
fied man’s contemporary inhumanity to man by pinning the whole process 
on nature. 

Here lay the secret of Darwin’s great popular influence: his theory of 
natural selection sanctified the brutality of industrialism and gave a fresh 
impulse to the imperialism that succeeded it. No matter that the over- 
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emphasis of the struggle for existence forgot the factor of mutual aid: 
no matter that it overlooked the fact that within the species co-operation 
rather than struggle is one of the mainstays of life: no ( matter that com- 
mensalism is as primordial as a predatory mode of life. Darwinism, if 
not the gentle Darwin himself, would deliberately interpret the facts of 
love in terms of economic prowess. Hence it was not as a biologist but 
as a mythologist that Darwin triumphed: he lent to the brutal assertions 
of class, nation, and race the support of a holy “scientific” dogma. The 
industrial world was flattered to find its own reflections in this mythical 
black tarn of nature: it found the shabby tricks of the factory and the 
counting-house justified in the stratagems of field and forest: luck, force, 
ruthlessness, greed were what the ruling classes took to be the secret of 
survival No one can dispute, of course, the existence of struggle and 
bloody aggression in the world of nature: what Darwin’s theory did was 
to magnify these factors and to make them an all-sufficient explanation 
of the course of life. 

Though Darwin got his lead from Malthus, he in turn gave support to 
Marx. The latter not merely presented Darwin with a volume of Das 
Kapital when it appeared, but he and Engels hailed Darwinism as a sci- 
entific confirmation of their theory of the class struggle. The answer to 
both Darwin and Marx came from many sources; and it has been steadily 
increasing in volume with the advance of ecological studies. One of the 
earliest and best answers came from the geographer and philosophic an- 
archist, Kropotkin, who pointed out how completely the Darwinists had 
overlooked the factor of mutual aid in evolution, while another came from 
Samuel Butler, in Evolution, Old and New, and in Luck or Cunning? 
who pointed out the strange contradictions between Darwin the naturalist 
and Darwin the evolutionary philosopher. But for two generations the 
Malthus-Darwin myth had its way, for it made every act of raw egoism 
an assertion of nature’s fundamental law — and must not nature be re- 
spected and obeyed? 

Observe the final result. Precisely at the moment when the mechanical 
means of communication and transport were making the world one, a 
subversive ideology, on the basis of a partial, falsified view of nature, 
sanctioned non-co-operation and erected the struggle for existence into 
a dogma. Men who had guns and who used them ruthlessly — the Ameri- 
cans robbing the Indians, the Belgians in the Congo, the Germans in 
Southwest Africa, the Boers and British in Transvaal, the united Western 
powers in Peking — were obviously destined to survive: their brutality 
placed the seal of virtue on their fitness. To exterminate their rivals was 
to improve themselves — or so the gunmen thought. 
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In its popularized forms, Darwinism not merely expelled value and 
purpose from the processes of life: it relieved humanity of its collective 
super-ego. The earlier utilitarians had always unconsciously assumed the 
existence of values: their very faith in machines, which are products of 
human contrivance, placed them above those who would reduce life itself 
to a meaningless brawl. Herbert Spencer, George Henry Lewes, James 
Hinton, Samuel Butler, each of whom had a more humane philosophy, 
lacked ultimate influence if not immediate homage. What the militant 
leaders of this society took from biology were not its truths but its errors. 

Thus the spreading interest in life-processes fostered barbarism and 
played into the hands of the unscrupulous. In reacting against the de- 
humanization of the machine, people identified the natural with the savage, 
the organic with the primitive, the life-creating with the death-serving. 
Let us examine more carefully the destructive effects of these perversions 
within the realm of politics. 

3: The National Struggle for Existence 

The biological myth of ruthless struggle, coupled with a recognition 
of the interlocking role of organisms, had its political equivalent in an- 
other doctrine whose bellicose falsities undermined its partial truth: the 
doctrine of nationalism. Both beliefs were protests against the anti-vital 
rationalism of the “New World” idolum; and it is important to distin- 
guish what was healthy in these protests from what was morbid, for they 
contained both elements. The common element that unites nationalism 
and naturalism was a recognition of the organic: the understanding that 
man lives, not solely by ideas, but by energies and vitalities that underlie 
his conscious, institutional life and that connect him with the world of 
nature. 

This recognition of the organic was a corrective to the shallow rational- 
ism of the mechanists: their order had been achieved by the process of 
excluding a great part of life. Naturalism acclimated man to the real 
world, established the roots of his higher impulses in the very depths of 
organic existence, related his experiments in social living to the far more 
ancient experiment of the social insects, connected his home-making with 
the nesting of birds and even the cruder provisions certain fish make for 
their domicile, showed how he shared the institution of marriage with 
many other creatures and even his attempts at monogamy with many 
species of birds. In short naturalism gave order and continuity and per- 
spective to all manner of human institutions, and made understandable 
those residual impulses, welling out of a blinder, starker past, to which 
theology had affixed the name of “original sin.” But for the growing 
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worship of life, man’s cult of the machine might have proved even more 
destructive. 

f 

In the development of nationalism, the new sense of the organic dis- 
closed itself in both a biological and a social form: it came as a height- 
ened consciousness of racial affiliations, as a cult of rural life and a fond- 
ness for special regional backgrounds, as a deliberate appraisal — often 
invidious — of those differences of face and physique, of language and 
customs, of memories and habits, which set one regional group apart 
from another. This sense of identity with a small, earthbound “in-group” 
is extremely ancient: the sentiment of nationality long antedates any con- 
scious belief in nationalism ; but in the eighteenth century both the primi- 
tive and the cultivated belief in the nation were in disrepute: the ration- 
alists looked with scorn on the nation as the enemy of “humanity.” Chris- 
tian Gluck boasted of the fact that his music, appealing to all nations, 
would bring out the laughable weakness of national music: Lessing, in 
an introduction to Gleim’s Grenadier Songs in 1758, rejected the praise 
of such patriots as would make him forget the fact that he was a world- 
citizen: Chesterfield said that while a Frenchman would venture his life 
with alacrity for the honor of the king, he would probably run away if 
you suggested that he die for the good of his country. 

Despite the lift that both the American and the French revolutions had 
given to national self-consciousness, despite the effect of Napoleon’s con- 
quests in encouraging nationalism, by way of reaction, upon the conquered 
peoples of Europe, nationalism in the larger, securer states seemed 
doomed. “National differences and antagonisms between peoples,” wrote 
Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto, “are steadily vanish- 
ing. . . . The supremacy of the proletariat will cause them to vanish 
still faster.” But just the opposite happened: from the middle of the nine- 
teenth century on there came a great resurgence of nationalism: so far 
from being absorbed in the new mechanical pattern of life, long-sub- 
merged nations, the Italians, the Czechs, the Provengals, had a fierce re- 
awakening. 

The ground for this national revival had been prepared by the romantic 
poets, painters, and philosophers: the headwater of these romantic streams 
was not Rousseau but Shakespeare. In a whole cycle of historic plays 
Shakespeare had tied the self-regarding sentiment of a people to a land- 
scape and a way of life: “this happy breed of men, this little world, this 
precious stone set in the silver sea, which serves it in the office of a 
wall. . . The discovery of Shakespeare had awakened German ro- 
manticism with Goethe and Schiller and, somewhat later, had aroused the 
genius of Victor Hugo: the historical dramas of Shakespeare in turn begot 
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the historic novels of Walter Scott, the author of Waverley, and with this 
came a new cycle of national self-consciousness, promoted by pious anti- 
quarians who identified and restored old buildings, who rummaged among 
ancient manuscripts or rescued, from living lips, the precious ballads and 
songs and fairy stories of the folk. Even the archaic elements in national- 
ism, with their emphasis upon legendary achievements and legendary 
virtues, only did justice to archaic elements in the human consciousness 
that rationalism had either disguised or repressed. William Blake’s poetry 
is perhaps the best symbol of this patriotic romanticism, with its summons 
to build Jerusalem in England’s green and pleasant land. 

Rousseau understood the part that imagination played in building up 
the national personality. In his Considerations on the Government of 
Poland ( 1772 ) he sought to show the Poles how they could prevent 
Russia from swallowing them; and he advised them to revive their na- 
tional customs, to hold national games, to present national plays and 
observe holidays that should “breathe patriotism”: but more important 
than all these devices, he advised a national system of education, to give 
people “a national form.” Under this influence, the past and the local, 
repressed by the utilitarian ideology and banished from the New World, 
came surging back in life-evoking images: in that new movement, even 
the humblest peasant who could remember the snatch of an old song, even 
the most illiterate artisan who could recall the steps of a sword dance, 
could contribute to the heritage of his nation: under nationalism the re- 
patriation of the folk took place. Utilitarianism was a philosophy; but 
nationalism was a religion. 

Western civilization knows only one religion, indeed, that compares 
in scope and vitality with the main body of the traditional religions. Even 
more than the Church, nationalism gave to the inhabitants of every coun- 
try and region a common faith: belief in an ideal past, hope for a com- 
mon future. To the suppressed nationalities, the Jews, the Catalans, the 
Italians, the Poles, it even offered a dream of Resurrection and Redemp- 
tion. Very few people were persecuted for their belief in Christianity 
during the past century before the advent of the fascist barbarians; the 
cause of nationalism has produced a legion of martyrs and saints: men 
who have lived selflessly for their nation and have died, like Padraic 
Pearse and his comrades in the first Irish Revolution, in order that their 
nation might live. 

Nationalism is often treated as a political phenomenon of the same 
order as socialism. But the fact is that its roots are deeper; and the 
sources that feed it are those remote and subtle elements in the soul that 
bring together in a curious kinship those who laugh at the same kind of 
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joke or pronounce with the same inflection and modulation the words of 
their language. Nationalism may be defined as the bond of common pur- 
pose that unites those who have the same language, the same background 
of nature, the same rituals of life: one or more of these is necessary, but 
the patch of earth is all but indispensable, if only to serve as common 
ground in the imagination — and a common speech, a dialect if not a 
language, is part of it. Clusters of emotion form about such ways and 
objects; and nationalism overcompensated for the general neglect of emo- 
tion by giving it full sway. 

Now the individuality of groups of men is as genuine a fact as person- 
ality itself. Of old the inhabitants of Boeotia were slow and the Athenians 
quick; the Italians were subtle and polished and the Germans uncouth; 
the French volatile and the English steady. As with all living personali- 
ties, groups, too, change their characters : the blood-thirsty Norsemen who 
spread terror throughout Europe in the ninth century are today the peace- 
ful Scandinavians who dismantled their armies and offered Peace Prizes. 
But the sense of group identity, preserved and fortified through historic 
memories, is the very essence of nationality. This was true before nation- 
alism had taken on a political role; it will remain true, though the appa- 
ratus of democratic political life be shattered. He who uproots nationality 
kills personality. 

The nation has had two opposing forces to contend with during the 
past century. One was the development of those pragmatic habits of 
mind and those impersonal mechanical organizations which ruthlessly 
pushed the personal life itself to one side. In that attack, the nation suf- 
fered no less than the individual. But by the very rigors of repression, 
the nation developed the capacity to resist and to hit back; so that the 
very century that saw the spread of all the unifying mechanisms, rail- 
roads, cables, telephones, also saw the unprecedented re-birth of national 
languages and national literatures. A new sense of national self-respect 
led to creative efforts in all the arts. Stand ish O’Grady in Ireland restored 
the heroes of the Red Branch and Deirdre of the Sorrows: Emerson, with 
eyes turned to the future, hailed The American Scholar: Herzl renewed 
the ancient dreams of Zion. 

The progressive minds of the past generation treated these national 
revivals as largely reactionary phenomena. If they had any political 
significance, according to these views, it was merely as a disguise to the 
naked search for power in new states that sought to be unified and politi- 
cally strong. But reaction itself is a question-begging word, like revolu- 
tion: the point always is what one is reacting from, or what one is throw- 
ing off. Nationalism was a reassertion of group personality, in the face 
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of the organized suppression of personality. In this sense, it was not an 
alternative to rationalist cosmopolitanism: it was rather a corrective. Both 
forces were necessary, a universalizing process and a localizing, regional- 
izing, nationalizing process. The machine tended to spread modem cul- 
ture on the horizontal plane: nationalism assimilated and absorbed mod- 
em culture, taking what it could use, modifying it, mixing it with the 
old, acclimating it to the local scene. 

The other inimical element lay within nationalism itself. This was the 
tendency to identify the national and the local with the interests of the 
state and its ruling classes. In the case of England that state contained 
nations as conscious of their identity as the Scotch, the Irish, and the 
Welsh; in the case of a country like America, it led to an attempt to 
identify as American a p&rticular set of political institutions which spread 
over a continent of great diversity: here “national interests” tended to 
blot out real regional diversities and the geometrical uniformities of sec- 
tional land subdivision increased this tendency. Love of one’s land, love 
of one’s folk, are both very deep elements in the human psyche; but they 
were thinned out in order to provide motive-power for political and 
economic combinations that occupied the rulers of the modem state. Local 
industries might be suppressed in order to increase the profits of distant 
shareholders, seeking a national market. 

One further result followed. By treating national boundaries as mili- 
tary walls, each national government came to assert an attitude of jealous 
belligerency toward other national governments. The wall itself engen- 
dered a non-co-operative spirit in those behind the wall. If political na- 
tionals had much in common, they had it mainly in opposition to other 
sovereign nationalities. National self-respect was turned into belligerent 
self-assertion: national unity promoted international disunity. And so the 
innocent emotions and feelings which bind men to their village, with its 
familiar landmarks and familiar faces, were canalized into fuel tanks 
of emotional suspicion and hatred directed against other nations. 

In this new mythology, the nation became god ; and the state assumed 
the position claimed by the Catholic Church, as God’s representative on 
earth. But the new god was a tribal god, a jealous god; a god who grew 
strong on the strife that existed between nations, a god of war, not peace. 
This paranoid nationalism, with its absurd claim to the uniqueness and 
greatness of its own chosen people, with its intense fear and hatred of 
all rival nationalities, was but the pathological overstimulation of feel- 
ings and perceptions and sentiments that were, in origin, mainly sound 
if always dangerously limited and stultifying until mingled with more 
universal interests. Such an animus prepared for war and throve on the 
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very idea of war. By the same token it denied value to all the unifying 
instruments and institutions that promised to make men at home wher- 
ever they walked or traveled on earth: brothers in the common life, neigh- 
bors in a common world, co-operators — as G. A. Borgese says — in the 
common cause. 

In its evil aspect, nationalism begins with a sense of exclusion and 
it ends with a desire for domination: the very Carbonari of the nineteenth 
century, who sought to widen the ideals of cosmopolitan freedom on the 
French revolutionary model, became the agents of the new French na- 
tionalism rather than apostles of humanity. Nationalist isolation induced 
delusions of grandeur accompanied by an equally neurotic claustrophobia 
— a sense of being hemmed in and suffocated. In order to feel secure it 
turned to conquest and expansion: witness the ugly landgrabbing of the 
United States from Mexico, the conquests of Napoleon, the steady en- 
croachments of the German states upon their neighbors, from Frederick 
the Great to Hitler the Near-Great. 

To establish a political form for the national group, Garibaldi marched, 
Fichte preached, Bolivar fought, Herzl planned, Pearse plotted, Masaryk 
organized. If a religion consists of the beliefs and hopes for which men, 
when challenged, will sacrifice their lives and fortunes in the assurance 
of participating in a greater life, then nationalism was the vital religion 
of the nineteenth century. For every Livingstone in Africa who was ready 
to die for Christ, there were a thousand humble men who would die for 
their country, and call their death good. There were depth and nobility in 
this new religion: it seized men, for a century or more, with a fanatical 
passion similar to that which Christianity had once stirred. Even at its 
shallowest, nationalism tended to restore many elements in the human 
personality that had been repressed by the machine. But one element was 
aeking that was needed to counterbalance it and humanize it: the element 
o universality. It offered to a tribal god that devotion which only a more 
universal divinity should claim. 

ipie neurotic manifestations of nationalism come to a final state of 
disintegration in fascism. As hatred mounts and power grows and self- 
love increases, the ruling nation, no longer confined to its native soil, no 
longer content with self-cultivation, seeks to blot out every other nation, 
or to make it over in its own image. At that moment of frenzied self- 
worship no sacrifice seems too great for the leader to demand of his fol- 
lowers, no humiliation too base for them to inflict on their victims. The 
regressive impulse of imperialism, recoiling on itself, begets totalitarian- 
ism: nothing outside the state, nothing above the state, nothing beyond 
the state. 



BARBARISM AND DISSOLUTION 357 

Joseph Mazzini did his best to rescue nationalism from this horrible 
self-destruction. In the middle of the nineteenth century he attempted to 
give the sentiment of nationality a broader basis: he emphasized duties 
instead of rightS, and he returned to the vision and practice of Dante, 
though he did not make Dante’s mistake of putting his faith in an abso- 
lute Emperor. Mazzini saw that the nations of the world are no more 
self-sufficient, no more independent, no more isolated than the individual 
personality. They are the focus of energies and ideas that lie outside their 
national boundaries both in space and in time. In serving themselves, 
they must also serve all other groups: whereas by imagining themselves 
self-sufficient, by clinging to the myth of isolation, they actually encom- 
pass their own doom. Hence the recognition of nationality, the overthrow 
of foreign rulers, the redrawing of national boundaries, the unification 
of national states, were for Mazzini but preliminary to the larger political 
and cultural synthesis toward which mankind moved: the unity of the 
human race. 

Why did Mazzini’s great dream fail of immediate realization? We 
may trace the causes back, I think, to the initial split between the romantic 
and the utilitarian super-egos. In its historical aspects romanticism 
tended to foster the archaic even when it held to the organic: whereas 
the utilitarian, prompted by a vision of security, comfort, ingenious me- 
chanical superfluities, conjured up a future that had no roots in the past 
and no secure hold on the deeper levels of the human personality: its 
antiseptic, colorless, neutral world was hostile to the blind, self-preserva- 
tive impulses of life. Regarding nationalism as a musty costume play, the 
utilitarian made the mistake of overlooking the need for emotional sup- 
port for his new mechanical structure: he held that the cash nexus or 
class interest, if not self-interest, was sufficient to displace all other loyal- 
ties and create a life wholly favorable to his main preoccupations. The 
First World War showed the weakness of both philosophies and the fatal- 
ity of their split. 

Nothing could be done to make nations and cultures perform their uni- 
versal mission without modifying the methods and the objectives of the 
machine economy. Until that was done, nationalism could be only a dis- 
guise for corporate egoism and unsuppressed economic rapacity: national 
interests meant national economic interests, the right of unlimited exploi- 
tation of economically backward peoples — the external or the internal 
proletariat. Beginning as a reaction against the machine, nationalism was 
presently captured by its enemy, precisely as the evolutionist’s interest 
in organic life had been captured. This phenomenon puzzled many sober 
rationalists. Not merely Herbert Spencer, but even as late as 1914 the 
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historian, Cunningham, in an appendix to his Christianity and Economic 
Science, observed: “Twenty-one years ago I noted the revival of national 
life and national sentiments in many quarters, but I 'regarded it as an 
anachronism. . . . This disparagement of nationality a& a factor in eco- 
nomic life now seems to me premature.” 

Premature it was. Instead of nationality’s attaching itself to a more 
general sentiment of humanity, just the opposite happened: the universal 
instruments of mechanization attached themselves to the nation. By taking 
advantage of nationalism the aggressive capitalism of the second half of 
the nineteenth century, bent on capturing world markets, utilized the 
pride and egotism, the vainglory and the self-worship of nationhood to 
promote its own lust for power and gain. Millions of men who were not 
a penny the richer talked about the land “they” had captured, the eco- 
nomic concessions “they” had demanded, the markets “they” had won, 
and they lived on the almost wholly vicarious enjoyment of the wealth that 
had been seized in their name. Economic rivalry led to fresh military 
rivalry, and military rivalry to childish assertions of cultural eminence, 
attempts to establish exclusive claims to supremacy for Russian music as 
opposed to Italian music, for French medical science as opposed to Ger- 
man medical science, for American invention as opposed to British in- 
vention. These efforts at cultural autarchy all denied the outstanding 
triumph of the past two centuries: the fact that all the great achievements 
in culture had been the results of a worldwide interchange of ideas and 
a worldwide collaboration of peoples. 

Yet for a while the irrational forces of nationalism were in balance 
over against the more rational forces of industrialism: prior to the First 
World War collective reason seemed even to have the upper hand. People 
migrated freely across national frontiers, without regard to occupation 
and status and without using passports, which were needed only in the 
surviving despotisms of Russia and Turkey. Freedom of the person existed 
as it had never existed before, and even the humblest profited by this: 
when oppression grew unbearable the common man could migrate. In- 
ternational capital had investments in every country and colony: a single 
fire insurance policy might divide the risks between a company in London, 
one in Paris, and one in Moscow or Vienna. If tariffs still halted the flow 
of goods at many frontiers, they did not put an end to an interchange of 
surpluses and specialties. A common sense of law and order prevailed 
over large parts of the planet, to a now-astonishing degree: peace, secu- 
rity, continuity reigned as under the Antonines. So deep had become re- 
spect for the personality, so sure was the sense of individual freedom, that 
when a single lame cobbler was attacked by a German officer in Zabem, 
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because the humble man had not yielded the sidewalk to him, a cry of 
outrage rose throughout the world — not least in Germany, where the 
Reichstag censure*d the government by a vote of 293 to 54. 

In this atmosphere, a true internationalism offset the swollen claims 
of imperialism and in no little degree atoned for its evils. International 
congresses of science, art, and religion might disclose great cleavages in 
ideology: nevertheless, like the succession of World’s Fairs that followed 
the Crystal Palace Exhibition of 1851, they registered the underlying 
desire for a wider sharing of goods, values, ideas. Nationalism, imperial- 
ism, and scientific rationalism were engaged in a three-cornered contest; 
and for a time it seemed that the last would ultimately displace the other 
two. The rationalist’s heaven seemed near. 

A whole generation, thirty years, separates us from the outbreak of 
the First World War; and by now we know that the impression of in- 
evitable scientific and humanitarian progress was an illusion: for the new 
utilitarian ideologies had never mastered the realities of life or under- 
stood the conditions for their own further development. The barbarism 
into which we have sunk during the last thirty years can be measured 
by one further incident: the fate of the historian Henri Pirenne dur- 
ing the First World War. This Belgian was torn away from his home and 
his university by the invading Germans: his rights of immunity as a non- 
combatant and a scholar were violated and he was sent to a concentration 
camp. 

That single act of violence was enough to awaken protest throughout 
the world: Scandinavian scholars, in the shadow of German might, pro- 
tested as valiantly as Americans; and finally, in response to a combined 
appeal from the Pope and the President of the United States, Pirenne 
was given decent conditions of lodging by himself, in a German village, 
and an opportunity to work on a book. Respect for human liberty was 
still strong enough at that moment to command the actions of an auto- 
cratic enemy government. 

Would I had space to enlarge on the contrast between the fate of 
Pirenne and the fate of thousands of noble scholars and scientists who 
have suffered under the totalitarian tyrannies. The story should be under- 
lined, repeated, pondered. The world has regressed so far toward political 
barbarism that it is scarcely conscious of the depth of its present degra- 
dation. As for the fate of the Jews — to say nothing of the Spanish repub- 
licans, the Abyssinians, and the Chinese — this is a far darker blot against 
our whole civilization. For the more flagrant crimes of Nazidom have 
been amplified by the sinful indifference, by the heartless passivity, of the 
non-fascist peoples. Are not the present sufferings of the latter but the 
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prompt historic retribution for their collective guilt? Rarely has justice 
worked more swiftly or more terribly. 

f 

4: The Dilation of Sex ' 

If man’s discovery of his biological affiliations had both a liberating 
and a morbid effect, the same was true of the re-awakening of sexual in- 
terest that went along with it. The scientific re-investigation of sex began 
with the discovery of the precise nature of the ovum and the spermatozoon 
and it culminated toward the beginning of the twentieth century in Freud’s 
sexual interpretation of the dream and his enlargement of the role played 
by sex in the development of both child and adult. 

If life had been ruled out of the mechanical idolum, sex was even 
more completely taboo: for the Christian super-ego reinforced the pre- 
occupations of the utilitarian, for whom sex was a disturbing influence, 
as upsetting to methodical calculations of the system as Richard Feverel’s 
running away with Lucy. The first serious investigations of the rites of 
marriage were those of the American pioneer in birth control, Charles 
Knowlton: his book on sexual relations, along with Robert Dale Owen’s, 
was an attempt to justify a deeper interest in sex than that which sufficed 
to beget babies. Even Balzac, in a country famed for its lovers, found it 
worth while to write The Physiology of Marriage. 

Love was attended by polite inhibitions and affectionate acquiescence 
for lack of any full understanding of man’s sexual capacities or any care 
for their cultivation. Those who attributed any value to sexual life, apart 
from benign domesticity, were the specialists in sex, the gay, the voluptu- 
ous, the irresponsible. Sex was the province of the outcasts of utilitarian 
society: the artists, the sportsmen, the actors, and rovers; whilst special- 
ized houses of prostitution served almost as much as social centers, as 
vehicles for relaxed companionship, as they did for a sexuality that re- 
mained thwarted or unsatisfied at more respectable levels. 

Fourier in theory, John Humphrey Noyes in practice, letLthe way to- 
ward social experiments in sex that gave the subject a public hearing: 
Noyes’s Oneida Community not merely tested the possibilities of group 
marriage but instituted a physiological discipline for men which openly 
acknowledged the woman’s need for sexual satisfaction as a lover, no less 
than as a mother. Burton’s Arabian Nights, to say nothing of his private 
inquiries into the sexual habits of the people his wide travels threw him 
amongst, gave to European man a firsthand knowledge of the more com- 
plex, more highly developed eroticism of the East: the Arabs, the Hindus, 
the Chinese all had something to teach Western man, who was not so much 
restrained, as callow and unimaginative about sex: a subject to which he 
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dared not give the benefit of his waking fantasies without incurring a 
sense of guilt. , 

Much of the renewed sexual interest of the nineteenth century sought 
only verbal channels or legal forms of expression: the defiance of con- 
vention went no farther than the praise of the prostitute, with Swinburne, 
or the living together without binding legal ties, as with George Eliot. 
The right to have a child without a responsible father was the theme of 
Grant Allen’s The Woman Who Did: this became the symbol of woman’s 
emancipation — a purely legal change of status which, whether good or 
bad, might be coupled with prudery, frigidity, and sexual ineptitude. If 
the conventional language of sex, particularly in Protestant countries, 
took long to recover the forthrightness of the seventeenth century, a steady 
outflow of erotic interest characterized, with increasing intensity, the art 
of the nineteenth century: it reached its highest point, perhaps, in Rodin, 
whose supple nudes float, ripple, undulate in the visual blur that intense 
passion itself produces. Every medium left a record of this passional 
flood : Whitman sought to enshrine sex in a sort of poetic physiology, while 
Alfred Stieglitz, more faithful to love and more close to love’s object, 
transfixed the equivalent of every erotic moment in a series of noble photo- 
graphs. 

This dilation of sex at length found a philosophic exponent in Have- 
lock Ellis, whose work began in the eighteen-eighties. In a series of mono- 
graphs on the nature of sex, in all its aspects, he brought together not 
merely a vast amount of specialist investigation but a great many private 
biographies, for lack of which even the medical knowledge of sex had 
been unduly restricted. For him, sex was one of the major movements in 
the dance of life: he celebrated sex in all its aspects, with conviction if 
not with passion: he peered where no one had dared to look: he spoke 
where no one in public had dared to speak: like Whitman, he ventured 
to challenge the very idea of obscenity, and turned the tables on the puri- 
tan by convicting him of inverted prurience. That part of Ellis’s work 
was sanative. More than any other modem thinker, perhaps, Ellis gave 
people the courage to embrace their sexuality: on the side of erotic ex- 
pression he expanded and completed the lesson of Rousseau. That gift 
was precious. 

Yet Ellis’s own work, many-sided, all-embracing as it seems, reveals 
how completely sex had departed from its normal place in consciousness 
and practice. Ellis’s description of the sexual act becomes a study of the 
“mechanism of detumescence”; and in all his studies, although he wrote 
on marriage, he never follows the sexual embrace as far as the child or 
allies his fresh insights on sex to the nature of the family and the psycho- 
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logical re-conditioning of sex that springs out of permanent parental re- 
lations. This prophet of sex celebrated the flower and fprgot the seed. This 
self-absorbed bachelor, whose marriage was a denial of marriage, whose 
own low-keyed sexual life was as slow as Napoleon’s pulse, alas! exem- 
plified the sterility and the impotence that the civilisee — as Fourier called 
the type — carried along with his mechanical advances. 

Far more original in its insights, and far more profound in its effects, 
was the work of Dr. Sigmund Freud, who was brought to the study of 
sex by his work as a psychiatrist on neuroses, following the pioneer 
efforts of Charcot. Freud not merely revealed again the primal energy 
of sex: he not merely identified the undifferentiated manifestations of 
sex in infancy and traced their topographical fixation, their conversion, 
their reawakening and further maturation at adolescence: he not merely 
established the role of sexual shock, injury, and repression on the develop- 
ment of the whole psychic structure: Freud further showed the protean 
disguises of sexuality in the dream and in all those concrete modifications 
of dream and waking consciousness and rational intelligence that mani- 
fest themselves as art. 

By recognizing the role of sexuality and by charting the dark, repressed 
side of life, that to which he first gave the label of the unconscious, Freud 
made it possible to describe and evaluate the whole personality: to under- 
stand its characteristic drives, desires, wishes, lusts, both in their infantile 
nakedness and in the elaborate garb that maturity devises for society. In 
the delicacy, the subtlety, the skillful unraveling of Freud’s analysis he 
was without rival among psychologists: psychoanalysis, by a feat of 
imaginative insight and scientific dexterity, at length recovered for ob- 
jective research that vast subjective domain to which science had denied 
both its name and its method in the seventeenth century. This was a 
major revolution — as well as a revelation. The irreal, the world of dreams, 
became a starting point of that self-realization through which man passes 
from the pleasurable illusions of infancy to the mastered realities — in 
which pleasures and pains are accepted but not sought — of maturity. And 
the very motive force of self-realization is love: love of the ego, love of 
the alter-ego, love beyond the ego, whose ultimate nature springs out of 
the primal urge toward reproduction. 

Once Freud had supplied the original clues, the swift unfoldment of 
psychological and sexual insight was like the unfoldment of buds in the 
spring sun: the need for a vital revaluation of sex and for a sexual revalu- 
ation of life was never greater, perhaps, than at the moment when Freud 
and his followers appeared. Sex now became an open subject: the very 
theory of the censor lifted the long-maintained censorship. Not merely did 
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the psychoanalyst liberate the neurotic from his obsessions, his morbid 
compulsions, his impulses toward self-destruction: he gave to those whose 
development had been more fortunate a license, as it were, to expand the 
contracted sphere* of their sexuality. If repression were the cause of ill- 
ness, might not unlimited expression be an adequate preventive? That 
insight, that tacit permission, coincided with a great period of anxiety, 
constraint, and emotional depletion, beginning with the First World War: 
sexual facility, sexual relaxation, became an imaginary panacea for the 
ills of life, while all the by-products and sublimations of sex — devotion, 
loyalty, sympathy, esthetic transfiguration — became subject to a system- 
atic denigration as futile escapes from life. From the romantic over- valu- 
ation of the object of love, the new lovers turned to a matter-of-fact over- 
valuation of the instrument. Jealousy was taboo: who could be jealous of 
a sexual organ? Only envy was permissible. 

The great truths that Freud discovered cannot be reproached with the 
manner of their exploitation, any more than scientific biology can be re- 
proached with Spengler’s perverse interpretation of man as a carnivore. 
But just as Darwin’s misuse of Malthus started a whole train of deriva- 
tive falsifications, so Freud’s essential pessimism, coupled with an active 
resentment against the historical role of culture, played a part in de- 
flating the modem super-ego and in favoring an insurrection against it. 

Freud’s flashing originality as a psychologist was balanced by an un- 
critical mediocrity as a philosopher: he took over the atomic materialism 
of the scientific philosophy current in his youth and, apart from his bio- 
logical inheritance, he regarded the individual as a self-contained unit, 
upon whose assertive will society acted as a check, a curb, a censor. 
Society, apart from man, imposes standards of conduct and creates re- 
pressions: for Freud the super-ego has the role of the hostile patriarchal 
father, denying the sexual activities of his rivals, his sons, forbidding, 
threatening, punishing: it never assumes the mother role of nurturing and 
liberating the positive expressions of life. He even said that the object of 
psychoanalysis is “to strengthen the ego, to make it more independent 
of the super-ego.” Aware of the need for reclaiming neglected portions of 
the id, he passed over the coeval task of replenishing the exhausted super- 
ego of the contemporary personality. 

In attempting to harmonize man’s warring impulses, Freud therefore 
had no interest in bringing into existence a more life-enhancing super-ego, 
the product of a maturer art, philosophy, and religion: his object was 
rather to lessen the weight of man’s traditional super-ego, at least to 
cushion its pressure. For him art was a mere mechanism of escape, phi- 
losophy a rationalization, and religion an outright fraud. Despite the 



364 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 

scope Freud gave theoretically to man’s deepest subjective impulses he 
looked to science alone to effect man’s improvement. Unconsciously, he 
accepted as a final revelation of truth the ideology that was formulated 
in the eighteenth century: that of Locke, Hume, Voltaire, Diderot. . . . 
A certain philosophic innocence thus robbed him of the fruits of his scien- 
tific sophistication. One who had disclosed the significance of even “acci- 
dental” behavior in everyday life should not have been so ready to treat 
religion as a gigantic vermiform appendix: a meaningless vestigial organ 
that might poison the personality but had never had a positive function. 

Freud’s theory of the dream, in its essence, shows the human mind, 
the very simplest and commonest, as a fountain of creative activity: ac- 
tive and fecund, with cunning powers of transposition and symbolization 
comparable to those of a Shakespeare. This should have given back to his 
contemporaries some of their self-confidence, long shaken by the domi- 
nance of the machine and by the displacement of wish and dream and 
imagination by the neutral techniques of science. But in Freud’s own 
hands, his discovery had just the opposite effect. Having discovered the 
function of the dream through his analysis of the neurotic, he tended to 
preserve this original association. In this narrow context the dream be- 
came a device for evading reality or circumventing the restrictions of the 
super-ego: a concealed refuge from a hard world, not an adventurous 
flight to a better one. 

Freud understood and popularized the defensive reaction of the dream: 
this enabled him to probe motives and impulses that had hitherto never 
been effectively interpreted. But he did not have an equal interest in the 
positive role of the dream, that which by day and night transforms the 
experience of life into more enduring and more endurable patterns: the 
function of art. When Freud spoke of art he referred, pathetically, only 
to weak art: he did not understand that dynamic quality of great art which 
brings the mind closer to, not farther away from, reality. Freud’s theory 
reasserted the creative functions of the human mind as a whole: but 
Freud’s metaphysical doctrine confined respect and authority, not to the 
creative function itself, but to the method that had discovered it. At this 
point, the “heresies” of C. G. Jung and Otto Rank opened the way for a 
more vital application of this knowledge. 

Freud’s habit of regarding human culture as superimposed on man, 
rather than as an integral part of his biological makeup, led him into the 
realm of sheer fantasy, on a par with the religious myths he despised: 
in the slaying of the primal father by his sons, Freud re-created man’s 
original sin and even accepted the notion that a single symbolic act might 
hang like the Ancient Mariner’s albatross round the neck of every sue- 
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ceeding generation. He thus evolved a private religion -which introduced 
a universal guilt .without providing for any more universal method of 
redemption than.a prolonged analysis of the sufferer by a competent psy- 
choanalyst: a new priesthood whose very scientific scruples must condemn 
their method of salvation to remain the boon of an even smaller body of 
elect than Calvin thought merited salvation. 

But this was the least of Freud’s ambivalent gifts to mankind. The most 
sinister conclusion to be drawn from his teachings was that the needs 
of the id were more important than the curbs of the super-ego: if the 
super-ego dammed the currents of life, maintaining a perpetual tension 
within the personality, accompanied by distressing feelings of anxiety 
and guilt, why should that dam not be removed? Freud did not draw that 
conclusion; but the generation into whose minds Freud’s ideas filtered 
sought a shortcut to psychoanalysis by a general relaxation of tensions: 
why should one not start by rejecting all the ideal claims that culture 
makes upon the personality? This task was not confined to the fascists, 
who indeed restored an infantile “innocence” in their lying, torturing, 
and murdering: it had a far wider provenance in the belief that “history 
is bunk,” and that good and bad, true and false, ugly and beautiful, were 
mere words that served nothing but the ego’s appetites. Once the needs of 
the individual are separated from the claims of society, no criterion for 
their selection and expression remains. Social claims must balance per- 
sonal needs as duties balance rights: otherwise the self becomes de-so- 
cialized, if not actively anti-social. Unlimited self-assertion leads to the 
destruction of personality. 

Life without tension. What does that mean but life without direction, 
without purpose, without the ability to shake loose from the automatism 
of habit or the familiar local environment of the ego: life without any 
headwaters of energy, spilling aimlessly in every direction, undammed, 
uncanalized, therefore incapable of creating power or light? Once one 
rejects the creative role of the super-ego only two other courses are open: 
the course I have just described, and the fascist’s effort to create a positive 
super-ego out of the raw elements of the id: blood and carnage and booty 
and copulation, as ideals. 

5: The Ideology of Barbarism 

“The mind, after traversing its course of progress, after rising from 
sensation successively to the imaginative and the rational universal and 
from violence to equity, is bound in conformity with its eternal nature to 
relapse into violence and sensation. . . . Civilization comes to an end 
in the ‘barbarism of reflection,’ which is worse than the primitive bar- 
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barism of sensation; for while the latter was not without a wild nobility, 
the former is contemptible, untrustworthy, and treacherous.” 

These thoughts of Vico, expressed before Rousseau, ljave the fault of 
erecting an incomplete observation into a law; but they contain a frag- 
ment of truth for which self-confident rationalism has no explanation. 
Pure intelligence ceases to be a useful guide to life as soon as it attempts 
the role of absolute ruler; or to put it in psychological terms, a rational 
super-ego, exclusively preoccupied with its own order, denies the func- 
tion of the id and cuts itself off from the vitality that should serve it. 
Carried far enough that repression must lead to the destruction of the 
personality, or to an explosive discharge of the id elements. Instead of 
sublimating barbarism civilization then produces a more terrible variety 
of barbarism, for to the animal energies in which all men share it adds 
those powerful technical and social facilities which civilization has itself 
created. 

Even at the height of Victorian optimism this view was not unfamiliar 
to the sounder interpreters of human history. Comte, for example, pointed 
out that though intelligence must always exert a powerful influence on 
human affairs, “such supremacy of intellect in political government as 
the Greek philosopher desired can never be more than a dream.” Burck- 
hardt went even farther: he predicted a reversal of progress and a descent 
into barbarism. 

This threatened reversal of the course of Western civilization, this re- 
turn to the level of brute sensation, this renewed admiration of barbarism 
became visible shortly after the middle of the nineteenth century: the 
racial theories of Gobineau, the cult of violence expressed by the nihil- 
ists, the glorification of brutality in Carlyle’s defense of Governor Eyre, 
the repressor of the Jamaica insurrection, had common roots. Wagner’s 
music sounded the leit-motiv of his conscious resurrection of barbarism: 
his written political testament left an estate to future Ludendorffs and 
Hitlers. In the lion’s den of Wagner’s youthful disciple, Nietzsche, with 
his cult of the superman, the stinking hyenas of Nazism already lurked. 
Nor was the Western hemisphere immune to these dark forces. In the 
United States, the South’s attempt to revive and extend the long-moribund 
institution of slavery brought with it all the characteristic phenomena of 
fascism: racism, militarism, caste, theological perversions and scientific 
lies. 

The nihilism of brute impulse, theoretically established by Hume, now 
became as it were the last refuge of vitality. To rape, to torture, to hate, 
to kill became a method of redemption: in fantasy if not in fact. 

Every profound change records itself on sensitive minds as on a seismo- 
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graph, long before any actual upheaval becomes generally visible in so- 
ciety. So the new ideology of barbarism was described and remarkably 
interpreted by Dostoyevsky in a succession of characters, Raskolnikov, 
Stavrogin, the wild Karamazov, above all, in the revolutionary thinker, 
Shigalov, whose philosophy he described in The Possessed. 

Shigalov begins as a humanitarian revolutionist, bent on creating a 
world organization and moving into action; but he is perplexed by his 
own data, and his conclusion is a direct contradiction of the original idea 
with which he starts. “Starting from unlimited freedom, I arrive- at un- 
limited despotism.” One of Shigalov’s admirers, Verhovensky, goes into 
details. “He’s written a good thing in that manuscript. ... He suggests 
a system of spying. Every member of the society spies on the others, and 
it’s his duty to inform against them. Everyone belongs to all and all to 
everyone. All are slaves and equal in their slavery. In extreme cases he 
advocates slander and murder, but the great thing about it is equality. 
To begin with, the level of education, science, and talents is lowered. A 
high level in education and science is only possible for great intellects, 
and they are not wanted. . . . They will be banished or put to death. 
. . . Slaves are bound to be equal. There has never been either freedom 
or equality without despotism, but in the herd there is bound to be equal- 
ity, and that’s Shigalovism. . . . The one thing wanting in the world is 
discipline. The thirst for culture is an aristocratic thirst. The moment you 
have family ties or love, you get the desire for property. We will destroy 
that desire; we’ll make use of incredible corruption; we’ll stifle every 
genius in its infancy. . . 

When Dostoyevsky wrote The Possessed that seemed a mad passage; 
and Shigalovism was only a madman’s program. Few could dream that 
Dostoyevsky had embodied in a few paragraphs the essence of a whole 
book, composed by a connoisseur of human weakness, treachery, and 
corruption, who was to arise in the twentieth century: Adolf Hitler. Fewer 
still could guess that the ugliest fantasies of Shigalov would be surpassed 
by the systematic tortures practiced by the Nazi government upon its 
legion of victims. Had not Germany long led the world in philosophy, in 
music, in scholarship, in the sciences? So convinced, indeed, was a large 
part of mankind of the soundness of this civilization that it refused to 
heed the malignity of the fascists’ intentions or the hideous results that 
flowed from them. When the heroine of Ibsen’s play committed suicide, 
the philistine Judge Brack exclaimed: “People don’t do such things.” 
When millions of Germans, Italians, Spaniards, and their imitators in 
other countries openly espoused barbarism those who still clung to the 
New World idolum said: People don’t do such things. Faced with the 
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need for revising their faith in the smooth curve of progress, which auto- 
matically gave to the latest institution the title of being the best, the 
apostles of progress blandly closed their eyes to the facts that contra- 
dicted their faith. And the progressive’s retreat hastened the barbarian’s 
advance. 

Shigalovism contained the core of fascism: it is not beyond possibility 
that Dostoyevsky even planted the seed of self-consciousness in more 
than one fascist mind. War, sadism, and corruption were the methods of 
the new creed: totalitarian despotism was its end. Even the most extrava- 
gant suggestion of Shigalov, that the world might be turned over to the 
Pope, through an agreement between Shigalov’s corrupt International and 
its Christian predecessor, no longer was beyond possibility. When fascism 
came into power in the nineteen-twenties, the Papacy met it half-way: 
the older authoritarian system welcoming the younger as an ally. When 
the fascist campaign against civilization was at its height, the Papacy 
could find no words to denounce it by name or to point out the moral 
abyss that separated it from the peoples and governments it had attacked. 

The present generation has seen the next to the last stage in the fascist 
revolt against human traditions and human values: a concrete synthesis 
of evils. The name chosen by Hitler unites in degradation two good things: 
nationality and socialism. False nationalism, false socialism: a nation- 
alism dedicated to an attack upon the human, and a socialism whose 
common efforts and common sacrifices are devoted to war and plun- 
der, not to the building up of a peaceful commonwealth in which all 
good men may participate. Only a universal hardening of heart, combined 
with an ebbing of spiritual courage and conviction, with a complete de- 
flation of the super-ego among those who counted themselves civilized, 
enabled these fascist regimes to gain a foothold in Europe, to begin their 
war upon humanity. Spurred by cupidity, the powers that the fascists had 
openly threatened long in advance, equipped their fascist enemies with 
the machines and the raw materials they needed to accomplish the de- 
struction of democracy: many American “free enterprisers” hoping to 
make a deal with the new conquerors, even slavered adulation upon them, 
praising the power of their new arms and the punctuality of their trains. 

Thus the active barbarians in our society were aided by the passive 
barbarians, who had lost their hold on central human values and who saw 
no reason to risk pain or death in behalf of human ideals — for ideals that 
had become empty words. Disguising itself too often as Christian pacifism, 
as humanitarianism, as scientific dispassionateness, passive barbarism 
opened the gates to active barbarism. This moral cowardice, this inner 
corruption, this unwillingness to recognize fascism’s brutal ways as evil 
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or to accept evil itself as real — all this was not unexpected. The leaders 
of fascism had predicted it and counted upon it. Hitler had prophetically 
poured contempj on the democratic escapists in Mein Kampf. 

But one need not look to fiction or philosophy alone for a prophecy 
of the corruption of nationalism and socialism into a twofold slavery: 
history had already foretold that in the covert partnership between Bis- 
marck and Lasalle — that vain, brilliant, treacherous leader of the social- 
ist party in Germany whom Marx, with such good reason, hated. 

In a letter Lasalle wrote Bismarck, dated June 8, 1863, on sending 
him the statutes of the recently formed Workers’ Association, he wrote: 
“But this miniature picture [the statutes] will clearly convince you how 
true it is that the [German] working class feels an instinctive inclination 
toward a dictatorship, if it can first be rightly persuaded that the dicta- 
torship will be exercised in its interests; and how much, despite all re- 
publican views — or rather, precisely because of them — it would there- 
fore be inclined ... to look upon the Crown, in opposition to the egoism 
of bourgeois society, as the natural representative of the social dictator- 
ship.” 

6: Dithyramb to Doom 

Barbarism had many prophets during the last century, from Houston 
Stewart Chamberlain to Georges Sorel, from Nietzsche to Pareto; but the 
man whose work most fully displays the sinister lure of barbarism was 
Oswald Spengler, the author of The Downfall of the Western World, 
timidly translated into English as The Decline of the West. Spengler 
had a free mind and a servile emotional attitude: he presented a for- 
midable upright figure, with a domed bald head and a keen eye, but 
in the presence of authority, particularly military authority, his back- 
bone crumbled. Representing the intellect he yet abased the function of 
intellect before the power of “blood”; elaborating the concept of the 
organic in history he used it to justify the acceptance of the machine. 

Conceived before the First World War, published first in Vienna in 
1918, before the war had ended, Spengler’s treatise was something more 
than a philosophy of history. To begin with it was, from the German 
standpoint, a work of consolation. It was written to rationalize the state 
in which the new German found himself: he had acquired great wealth 
and high physical organization by repressing most of his vital impulses 
except those that directly or deviously served his will-to-power. But in 
Ms heart, he was not at home in this new environment. Measured by 
humane standards, the relatively feeble, industrially backward, politically 
divided country of the Enlightenment had been a better place for the 



370 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 

spirit: Kant in Koenigsberg, Goethe and Schiller in Weimar, Mozart and 
Beethoven in Vienna, had put the Germans on a higher cultural level than 
centralized Berlin had achieved. 

c 

If Germany was defeated in her attempt to achieve military and eco- 
nomic control of Europe, all was lost; hut if Germany won, how much 
was gained? Nothing was left except to go on with the empty conquests 
of the past forty years, building railroads to Bagdad, throwing steam- 
ship lines across new trade routes, manufacturing genuine Scotch marma- 
lade in Hamburg, and above all, giving larger scope to Junker arrogance 
and prowess: the too easy sack of Peking had but whetted army appetites. 
Thought itself had become technicized, indeed partly militarized: it 
tended toward adding-machine accuracy, but the values algebraically 
represented in this process came to so many zeros. Those who still felt a 
sentimental pull toward the older and deeper German culture were ap- 
palled by the battlefront bleakness of the intellectual landscape. Spengler 
himself was appalled: in this he was more keenly alive than that army of 
American scholars who had imitated German methods with clever facility 
without realizing how little they had gained or how much they were to 
lose. 

Drawing upon world history for consoling comparisons and precedents, 
Spengler found them in his theory of historic development. According to 
him, there are two kinds of peoples in the world: those who merely live 
and those who enact history. The first, if they exist before the cultural 
cycle begins, are mere vegetables: their life is directionless: they endure 
on a timeless level of pure being. If they come at the end of the cycle 
they also tumble into a Spenglerian limbo: they are “fellaheen,” without 
ambition, without creative capacity, different from the true peasant be- 
cause they clothe themselves in the tattered garments of an old civiliza- 
tion, continuing its forms even though they progressively lose all its 
meanings. 

Opposed to this dull village chorus are the actors, the creators: the 
latter experience “Destiny”; they are drawn by a dominating idea from 
a state of culture, in which life is bound up with a common soil and a 
deep intuitive sense of the importance of blood and race and caste, to 
a state of civilization, in which their waking consciousness progressively 
transcends their more instinctive earlier life, and in which the external 
conquest of nature takes the place of the harmonious cultivation of life. 
In this second state, they cease to be fettered to a particular region and 
become, instead, cosmopolitan, highly urbanized, increasingly indifferent 
to all the vital processes that meant so much to both townsman and peasant 
during the earlier period, deeply hostile to those unconscious or unformu- 
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lated forces that cannot be glibly translated into word-symbols or money- 
symbols. Rationalism and humanitarianism devitalize their will-to-power. 
Pacificism 'gives^ rise to passivism. Optimistic and cowardly to the end, the 
denizens of this civilization are ripe for butchery. 

In the phase of culture, life germinates and flourishes; in the state 
of civilization, the sap sinks to the roots, the stem and leaves become 
brittle, and the whole structure of the organism becomes incapable of 
further growth. The promise of culture’s springtime ends in the dormant 
period of civilization’s winter. From the organic to the inorganic, from 
the living to the mechanical, from the subjectively conditioned to the 
objectively conditioned — this, said Spengler, is the line of development 
for all societies. 

By making the rise and fall of cultures an immanent, automatic process, 
Spengler got caught in the net of his organic metaphor: he was thus 
forced to treat each culture as a unified body, dominated by a specific 
idea, which in turn would be symbolized by its architecture, its mathe- 
matics, its painting, its statecraft, its technics. Not merely is a culture in- 
capable of receiving the ideas or contributions of other cultures; it can- 
not even understand them. All intercourse with outside cultures is an 
illusion: all carryovers from the past are, in Spengler’s system, a myth. 
The processes of self-repair, self-renewal, self-transcendence, which are 
as observable in cultures as in persons, were completely overlooked by 
Spengler. His many vital perceptions of the historic process served only 
one purpose which he kept steadfastly in view: as apology for barbarism. 

Applying his theory to “Faustian” culture, that of the last thousand 
years, Spengler pointed out that the Western European was about to 
enter the frigid state of winter. Poetry, art, philosophy were no longer 
open possibilities; civilization meant the deliberate abdication of the 
organic and vital elements: the unqualified reign of the mechanical, the 
desiccated, the devitalized. The region was shriveling to a point: the world 
city or megalopolis. (The original Megalopolis in fourth century Greece 
had emptied out a whole countryside in order to create a single large 
center.) The earth itself was now being plated with stone and steel and 
asphalt: man dreamed of growing crops in tanks, taking food in capsules, 
transplanting foetuses to protoplasmic incubators, conquering the air in 
stratoliners by means of oxygen tanks, and burrowing into underground 
cities in order to have security against his wonderful conquest of the 
more rarefied medium. In that process, the individual shrank once more 
into a mechanical atom in a formless mass of humanity: the sourest 
satire of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World or Zamiatin’s We scarcely 
did justice to the regimentation that was actually under way. To succeed 
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in terms of such a civilization, one must be hard. What remained of life, 
if one could call it life, belonged to the engineer, the business man, the 
soldier; in short, to pure technicians, devoid of any concern' for life or 
the values of life, except in so far as they served the machine. Was there 
no way for life, then, to reassert itself? Spengler answered Yes: by bru- 
tality, by brutality and conquest. The sole outlet open to the victims of 
civilization was to replenish their barbarism and consummate their will- 
to-destruction. In politics the hour of Caesarism was at hand. 

This invocation to barbarism fascinated many of Spengler’s more liter- 
ate contemporaries. Hence it is important to realize, not so much the 
illegitimacy of the poetic figure Spengler used, as the even deeper un- 
soundness of the grand division Spengler made between culture and 
civilization, by putting them at opposite ends of a cycle. These two terms 
represent the spiritual and the material aspects of every society; and the 
fact is that one is never found without the other. The overdevelopment 
of fortifications and castles in the fourteenth century, for example, was 
as much a mechanical fact, an example of sheer extemalization, as the 
overdevelopment of subways in the modern megalopolis, though the first 
belonged to a vernal feudalism of blood and caste, while the other be- 
longs to finance capitalism. So, again, the building of new towns on rec- 
tangular plans was as much a characteristic of the springtide of Faustian 
culture as it was of the autumnal period of the nineteenth century. Speng- 
ler’s theory of cultural isolationism — unfortunately a typical example of 
Germanic egoism — prevented him from correctly interpreting the organic 
inter-relations his theory pretends to demonstrate. At every point his or- 
ganicism gives place to dualism: for without that dualism he could not 
sanction barbarism. 

To follow the real drift of the Downfall one must read the pam- 
phlets which were all that Spengler published in the following years: here 
the hidden aim was unveiled. In Man and Technics, and in The Hour of 
Decision, Spengler divested himself completely of the forms of scholarly 
judgment: he beat a frenzied tattoo on the tribal drum, attempting to sum- 
mon together the forces of reaction. For Spengler was no Aristotle: he 
was the revived Fichte of the barbarian revolution whose name was 
fascism in Italy, Nazism in Germany, and totalitarianism everywhere. In 
its very characteristics as a work of art, a poem of devilish hate and 
darkening fate, Spengler’s Downfall was an image of the fascist states 
that were to be erected during the next two decades: their irrationalities, 
their phobias, their humorless limitations, their colossal brutalities, their 
perverse animus against all life, except at the blindest levels of the id, 
were prophetically mirrored in his work. He who understood the signifi- 
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cance of Spengler’s act of prophecy had little to learn from the further 
course of Europe’s history. 

Spengler sf historical thesis took possession of a defeated and war-weary 
world. Men had everywhere dreamed of justice, democracy, peace. But 
the fruits of war were shabby efforts to achieve “normalcy,” that is, for- 
getfulness. Instead of peace, there was a continuation of military efforts 
on other fronts, and a solemn determination on the part of the governing 
classes to stave off the deep economic changes — as urgent then as today — 
that threatened their power. In order to avoid the harrowing possibility 
of further struggle, men sought peace by paring down armaments instead 
of establishing more firmly the organs for political justice, and by retreat- 
ing into dreams of tortoiselike isolation, with schemes for Imperial Pref- 
erences, Maginot Lines, Autarchy, and Hemispheric Solidarity. 

The title of Spengler’s book had an even more immediate appeal than 
its contents, which were difficult for even the educated to understand. For 
the title whispered the soothing words, downfall, doom, death. The post- 
war challenge to effective, purposive action, action in the light of human 
ideals, action in behalf of a better life, was dissipated by Spengler’s very 
doctrine of “pure” action — that is, action without rational motive or ideal 
content: the work of expansion and aggrandizement as practiced by the 
masters of the machine. 

The war machine, the finance machine, the industrial machine, the edu- 
cation machine — all these agents redoubled their interest in technique 
for its own sake: the Vart pour Vart of practice. Witness the manner 
in which American bankers foisted loans on German industries and mu- 
nicipalities without even a touch of the banker’s traditional prudence 
about the ultimate recovery of the capital they so glibly manipulated. 
Capitalism, re-invigorated by war-profits, entertained itself with pro- 
spectuses of limitless expansion. Artful dodgers in financial technique, 
sheer fantasts and forgers like Ivar Kreuger, were hailed as industrial 
statesmen. Advertisement writers, masters of propaganda and publicity, 
exponents of polished insincerity, desecrated truth and beauty in the inter- 
est of their commercial clients — and thus made even genuine truth suspect 
and even actual beauty seem meretricious and purchasable. Such truth, 
bent on profitable seduction, became more degrading than a brazen lie. 

So far from urging men to depart from these vicious forms of action, 
Spengler proclaimed that no other course was possible: history only urged 
the strong to gird themselves for greater depredations and the weak to 
prepare for greater disasters. 

Because Spengler respected only physical force, the pure act, he prophe- 
sied with accuracy the nature of the post-war world and he diagnosed its 
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typical disease — the paralysis of will, on the part of humane men and 
women, which followed hy sheer exhaustion the over-keyed energies of 
the war itself. Reacting against the intensified emotions t>f war, men 
avoided all emotions: shrinking from the horrors and Tiarshness of war, 
they evaded all occasions for physical struggle or hardship: too feeble, 
too disoriented, to achieve at once the noble ideals for which millions on 
the Allied side had given their lives, the post-war generation debunked 
all ideals: that avoided the necessity for further struggle or responsibility. 
Even if they did not read Spengler they were his disciples in practice. 

For all his breadth of vision, Spengler succeeded only in reading back 
into world history the limitations of his own country, his own generation. 
In his scheme of living he had no place for the very class he represented: 
the priest, the artist, the intellectual, the scientist, the maker and conserver 
of ideas and ideal patterns were not operative agents: he not merely 
asserted that no fact has ever altered a faith, but he even said that no 
idea had ever modified an act. If that were true, he need not have spent 
so much time attempting to shout down the ideas of those who opposed the 
acts he favored. 

Every society consists of organizers, energizers, creators, and follow- 
ers: in each group and association within society a similar social divi- 
sion of labor can be detected; and all social action is the result of their 
combined efforts. For Spengler, the organizers, the men of blood and will, 
were supreme. The work of the creators, strange to say, he associated 
with death: the fixed, the immobilized, the no-saying seemed to him their 
only attributes; and he hated the activities of the men of religion and the 
men of thought because it curbed the raw outbreaks of animal passion and 
physical prowess that his drill sergeant’s mind gloried in. 

The truth is that Spengler feared the deep humanness of humanity, as 
he feared those domestic sentiments, truly native to man, that work against 
the rule of his mythical “carnivore.” Spengler recoiled from the fact, so 
obvious in history, that dehumanized power in the long run is as pitifully 
weak, as impotent and sterile, as a merely wishful humanitarianism. He 
hated the independent power of the mind, creating values, erecting stand- 
ards, subduing ferine passions, laying the basis for a more universal so- 
ciety, precisely because he knew in his heart of hearts, for all his loud 
contempt, that this was a power: a power men obeyed, a power even the 
humblest could feel within himself, at least in milliamperes, as in a 
radio receiving set, recording the same feelings, the same hopes and 
dreams, that had left the original transmitting station at full strength. 

What makes Spengler so significant was that he expressed in so many 
words the premises upon which Western society as a whole acted: the man 




XIII. DREAM AND NIGHTMARE 

The inner world, discarded by the scientist and left threadbare bv the failure of organized 
religion to renew its experiences and its symbols, reappeared in benign form in the paintings 
and drawings of Blake: a seer who admonished his fellow-artists to see through, not with, the 
eye. Redon, like Blake and Ryder, carried on this exploration of dream consciousness’ and 
subjective symbolism. In psychology. Dr. Sigmund Freud and his followers reinstated the 
dream as a key to man’s unconscious urges: for pathology at least the inner world again 
became meaningful. Encouraged by the psychoanalyst, the artist reclaimed subjective "im- 
pulses. So nightmares became visible again, pointing ahead to deeper psychal and social dis- 
integration. Note the emptiness of di Chirico's ominous urban perspectives: precursor of the 
fascist revolution. External rigor and internal emptiness. Later surrealists, from Grosz and 
Ernst to Dali, portray even more malignant forms of evil: prophetically representing in symbol 
those utmost horrors which the Nazis and the Japanese have consummated in fact. 


XIV. DRAMA OF DISINTEGRATION 


Pablo Picasso is perhaps the outstanding painter of our time. More completely than any 
other artist, he represents both our achievements and our disfigurements. His entire work 
is a series of shocks; and with each shock part of the structure of our civilization sym- 
bolically is revealed — and collapses. His maturity begins with haunting pictures of 
poverty and misery: the deep humanity of his blue period. Haggard columbines and 
famished harlequins connect him with the surviving playworld of baroque society. Then 
comes the primitivism of Negroid idols and masques: an effort to reassert our waning 
vitality by a return to primitive sources: almost synchronous with the rise of jazz. 
After that cubism, neo-classicism, and such empty technical virtuosity as the Figure in 
a Red Chair, here shown. Finally a real emotion overpowers Picasso: the actual horror 
of the fascist uprising in Spain grips him and tortures him: hence the powerful sym- 
bolization of woman’s utmost misery in this study for the Guernica mural. Disintegration 
can go no farther this side sanity. In every phase, Picasso’s paintings have given a truer 
image of the world we live in than the so-called documentary realists, who show only 
what the most superficial eye sees. 



BARBARISM AND DISSOLUTION 375 

of fact, who despised values, was the product of the New World idolum, 
native to that habitat, flourishing there almost without competitors like 
the jack-rabbit in Australia. With the rest of Western society in decay, 
the anti-vital tendencies of the mechanical ideology now could exercise 
themselves unrestrained. Nothing that Spengler advocated for the com- 
ing dictatorships was outside current practice: the gangsterism he preached 
on a large scale had already been achieved in the one-man rule of the 
American political boss, petty but sometimes not so petty: his contempt 
for the poet and the painter, his devaluation of all ideal activity, were 
but the working principles of the successful philistine in every land: his 
glorification of technique at the expense of rational content was the very 
principle by which men currently advanced themselves in medicine or in 
education, in law or business: did not advertising condition the masses 
to this philosophy? 

Unlike his liberal and democratic opponents, Oswald Spengler drew 
the inevitable conclusion from this situation. If values are unreal and if 
humane purposes are chimerical, then even scientific technique must 
ultimately become subservient to brute force: the need for rational re- 
straint and self-discipline of any kind disappears. Thus technicism 
leads directly to irrationality — and the cult of barbarian power sal- 
vages the technician’s otherwise growing sense of frustration and futility. 
It is no accident that Germany produced both the most mechanized type 
of personality in its robot-like soldiers and civilians, and the most un- 
restrained reaction against humane discipline, in the form of an exultant 
sub-animality. 

Spengler ignored all the creative tendencies in modern life, except 
those associated with the machine: little though he relished the thought, 
his essential creed favored Russia and the United States even more than 
it did the fascist countries. Spengler accepted as “real” only those ele- 
ments which emphasized modern man’s automatism, his deflation of val- 
ues, his subservience to mechanical organization, and the savage irration- 
ality which takes the place of reason in other parts of the personality. 
And because these forces cannot be confined within their original fron- 
tiers, Spengler predicted, far more accurately than hopeful philosophers, 
the disastrous downward course that modem civilization is still follow- 
ing, at a steadily accelerating pace. Through its emotional impact, Speng- 
ler’s work as a whole constitutes a morbid Saga of Barbarism. It began 
as a poem of defeat; it finally became an epic justification of the fascist 
attack on the very humanity of man — an attack that has already gone 
so far that even democratic peoples have torpidly swallowed as their 
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own, without retching, the fascist doctrine of totalitarian air warfare: 
one of the deepest degradations of our age. # 

Spengler’s day is not yet over. These are ominous tipies and Spengler 
is like a black crow, hoarsely cawing, whose prophetic wings cast a 
shadow over our whole landscape. The democratic peoples cannot con- 
quer their fascist enemies until they have conquered in their own hearts 
and minds the underlying barbarism that unites them with their foes. 
In the passive barbarism that the United States now boasts under the 
cover of technical progress, there is no promise whatever of victory or 
even bare survival. Without a deep regeneration and renewal, the exter- 
nal triumph of American machinery and arms will but hasten the down- 
fall of the Western World. Only those who are ready for that renewal, 
with all its rigors, its sacrifices, its hard adventures, are entitled to cele- 
brate even our temporary victories. 

7 : The Lure of Decay 

The actual force of barbarism can easily be over-rated: any positive 
minority of equal energy, even one as weak as Christianity in the second 
century A.D., would possibly have enough elan to take over Western So- 
ciety. For we are living through a time of decay. The oldest and most 
obvious form of decay is that of Christianity, with its millions who go 
numbly through the motions of a faith that every waking hour of their 
day contradicts. Even the Sabbath is no longer a day of spiritual change: 
no longer a day dedicated to inner communion and contemplation. 

With all the talk of reunion between the Churches and sects, which 
has occupied the leaders of Christianity during the last half century, there 
are few real signs of the deeper spiritual effort required for Christian- 
ity’s renewal — its admission of the local and relative nature of its original 
mission and its willingness to merge, for the sake of the universal values 
all men should share, with the faiths of other races and peoples which 
Western man too long spurned. An unchristian pride, disguising itself as 
a unique revelation of a truth not granted to other peoples, still blocks 
that essential sacrifice. A Hindu sage, like Ramakrishna, could under- 
stand Christianity by espousing it, disciplining himself to it, thinking and 
willing himself into its very marrow: but the Christian Churches sought to 
conquer the rest of the world on easier terms, with the aid of Andrew 
Undershaft’s devices, money and gunpowder. The fruits of Christianity’s 
decay have ripened to rottenness in our own generation: the Quaker 
pacifism that would not resist fascism, the Buchmanism that flattered 
fascism, the Roman Catholicism whose hierarchy, with a few noble and 
memorable exceptions, openly co-operated with fascism. 
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The decay of secular ideals has been equally conspicuous; but until the 
present generation they were not so visible, not so distressing: those who 
were aware of them, like Thoreau and Melville and Tolstoy and Ruskin 
in the nineteenth century, like Albert Schweitzer or Reinhold Niebuhr in 
our own time, were looked upon as spoil-sports and eccentrics — thou gh in 
fact it was society itself that was eccentric. 

Moreover, as long as the machine itself was still in a formative state, 
its limitations were less significant than its emancipations; and man’s 
pride in his new discoveries in physics and chemistry, in biology and 
physiology, was a wholly legitimate one: positive knowledge replaced 
mere opinion, as rational opinion had once replaced authority. In a whole 
and integrated community, none of these advances would have been 
inimical to the personality: on the contrary, they would have nourished 
man as, under the favorable conditions that prevailed from 1830 to 1860 
in New England, they nourished the mind and personality of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson: his journals are proof of that. 

In our time, the forces that counter cultural decay have been weak- 
ened: weakened by death and desertion, by psychological depression and 
economic depression. What positive values does a disintegrated society 
possess for those who have lost their inner go, who are no longer a dy- 
namic part of a visible or imaginable whole? Outside the values of raw 
barbarism, the only values that remain are those derived from decay 
itself: the black opalescent film on putrid flesh which obsesses the imagi- 
nation of a Hemingway. Here again art is prophetic: some of our best 
modern works of art are those in which the dissolution of our world is 
pictured with masterly fidelity: Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, 
Joyce’s Ulysses, Eliot’s Wasteland. Were these not the most eloquent wit- 
nesses of the generation whose disillusion and dissolution touched bottom 
at the end of the First World War, and sank deeper into the mud for the 
next two decades? Each of these works stands high as literature: each is 
proof that some of the best energies of this society were the energies of 
decomposition. 

After 1918 those with a gift for action became gangsters, fascist hood- 
lums, organizing terrorism and corruption on an ever-widening scale: 
now drawing tribute (in America) from chicken-hearted citizens, them- 
selves willing to break the laws themselves had made, or again seizing 
possession of whole states, as in Italy, Germany, Spain, Hungary, Poland, 
in order to work out larger schemes of blackmail and plunder. Those who 
had no taste for action could only carry the processes of decay further 
by a passive acquiescence and an inner corruption, seeking nourishment 
from the spiritual products of decomposition. The incoherent language of 
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Da-da and the irrational forms of surrealism made their entry at the same 
moment: further symptoms of an emptiness and a debasement that was 
not uncoupled with technical ingenuity, even esthetic mastership. These 
artists had a twofold audience: the connoisseurs of illness and the con- 
noisseurs of violence; and a positive antipathy to beauty, wholeness, or 
health was a qualification for discipleship. 

Under the circumstances, it would seem futile to look for evidences of 
integration; but out of the surviving energies of this society more than 
one such work of art appeared. Perhaps the most satisfactory esthetic 
symbol of this period was Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain. 

The Magic Mountain portrays an ailing world: symbolized in a tuber- 
culosis sanatorium, the Berghof, situated on a high mountain in Switzer- 
land. Everyone who inhabits this world is ill or deeply involved in ill- 
ness, from Hofrat Behrens, the chief physician, to life’s delicate child, 
Hans Castorp, who is the hero of this romance of hypochondria, this 
Odyssey of disease. Yet the illness of the inmates is an essential part of 
their life: the source of their drama and the plot of their days. A plentiful 
supply of food, continuous medical attention, the luxuries of perfect ser- 
vice and studious care, endless sports, diversions, amusements, not a care 
in the world except the disease itself make this house of disease that very 
paradise of the heart toward which the New World had concentrated its 
energies. Is it not to universalize the “happiness” or at least the euphoria 
of the Berghof that the modem world has come into existence — that self- 
consuming happiness which has, as the only corrective to the pleasure 
principle, the perfect routine of science, the lofty zeal of medicine and 
surgery, with the x-ray, the radiograph, the surgical resection of the 
ribs, the deflation of the diseased lung, a thousand little ingenuities for 
arresting or diverting the forces of disintegration? 

As in Melville’s Moby-Dick all the races of the world compose the 
crew that has gathered to pursue the White Whale, so in The Magic Moun- 
tain, all the nationalities of Europe, even Mynheer Peeperkom from the 
East Indies, and all classes of society, the penniless intellectual, the vul- 
gar bourgeois widow, the business man, the soldier, have a place in this 
sick institution. No matter how healthy they may seem when they arrive, 
they belong there, and despite their efforts do not easily escape the 
Rhadamanthus who presides over its destinies. Only the members of the 
working class seem to escape the luxury of the disease, though they are 
present as waitresses and porters. 

Mann’s characters are ill, and they form part of an ailing world, a 
world he had depicted in his numerous stories of a decadent Germany, 
from Buddenbrooks to Tristan and Death in Venice. It is not the vulgar 



BARBARISM AND DISSOLUTION 


379 


strength of modern man, but his tendency toward perversity, self-defeat, 
and suicide that Mann shows best in these imaginative works. All these ele- 
ments come together in The Magic Mountain. Perhaps consciously, perhaps 
by a more hidden process, Mann causes every personality to caricature 
and betray his function in society: not one of these people is genuinely 
what he professes to be. Hofrat Behrens, the purveyor of health, is him- 
self a hypochondriac, perhaps tubercular: worse than that, his very sana- 
torium, famous for its pure mountain air, is surrounded for a good part 
of the year by clouds and fogs that are never acknowledged to be such: 
atmospheric conditions which the people of the flatlands fancy they have 
escaped. Even worse, one suspects that some of the patients, beginning 
with the hero, acquire the disease in the very act of taking precautions 
against it: in them is a will-to-illness, first stage of the will-to-dissolution. 
Hans Castorp, the engineer, dreamy and reflective, is fit for anything but 
engineering: his cousin Joachim Ziemssen, the soldier, dies before he 
establishes himself in his profession: Peeperkorn, the incarnation of in- 
articulate vitality, commits suicide: Naphta, the jesuitical advocate of 
violence, cannot even fire a gun to kill his enemy, Settembrini: instead 
he shoots himself. 

All this elaborate care of the diseased has produced a counterfeit life; 
but out of the situations Castorp encounters he discovers truths he would 
never have had time to reflect upon had he remained healthy enough to 
take his place among “normal” people in the shipyards of Hamburg. Two 
men wrestle for Castorp’s soul, the Italian humanist, Settembrini, a liberal 
but a windbag, the disciple of reason, convinced that even madmen can 
be brought to their senses by merely commanding them to become ra- 
tional, and the Jewish convert to Catholicism, Naphta, who speaks for 
all the dark forces, for superstition, terrorism, violence, and death — who 
in fact rejects the too bland heaven of republican humanism for the 
“anointed Terror of which the time has need,” thus linking a totalitarian 
state to an authoritarian church. 

The true climax of the book occurs in the chapter called Snow. Lost in 
a snowstorm, after he has wandered far out of bounds on skis, prey to 
hallucination and dream, utterly alone, close to death, Castorp rejects the 
teaching of both men: he has a vision of both a dark underground cruelty 
close to life’s roots and a redeeming light that transfigures the mind and 
the world. But Castorp is still ill: his new vision of life quickly fades 
from him and his actions are unaffected: at the end of seven years he is 
drawn away from the sanatorium, not by any inner growth of character, 
not by any will of his own, but by the call to war. He has grown, he has 
veritably matured: yet he remains unconnected with life, except through 
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war and death. The disease that afflicts this ailing world has realized itself 
at the expense of life, which has become, not reality, but the form of 
illusion. «- 

The moral of this novel does not have to be underscored: it is present 
on every page and is amplified by the scene that greets the eye when one 
looks away from the pages of the book. Disease has counterfeited life: 
disease has reorganized science, technics, art, love for its own purposes; 
and death has now become the main goal of our living, lovingly circum- 
vented, profitably elaborated, but no less inexorably perverting every 
hour of life. War alone can bring awakening: can renew the sense of 
self-direction and responsibility that a healthy personality always carries 
with it. 

Here, then, is the modern world, with its over-charges of empty stimuli, 
its perpetual miscarriage of technique, its materialistic repletion, its costly 
ritual of conspicuous waste, its highly organized purposelessness: here 
is a veritable clinical picture of the cultural disease from which that world 
suffers. The x-ray photograph, the bacteriological analysis of the sputum, 
the auscultation, the temperature chart, all add up to a prognosis of the 
final result, death. The patient is in the midst of a mortal illness, and 
his feverish efforts to remain alive are themselves a disguised mechanism 
of the death wish. Syphilis, tuberculosis, cancer, hypertension — they come 
to the same end. The power of choice has gone: paralysis seizes every 
limb. When the President of the most powerful industrial nation on the 
earth boasts that no act of choice, such as Woodrow Wilson had been 
brave enough to make, brought his people into the war against fascism, 
few challenge that avowal or question its morality. Invalids do not choose.’ 

Now we see the perfection of Thomas Mann’s central symbol: the 
sanatorium. In terms of current ideals, what life could be more perfect 
than that of the sanatorium? What life more secure, more carefree, more 
capable of realizing to the full all the modem world can offer, not least 
by way of medical and psychological knowledge — even psychoanalysis, 
that last refinement in medical care? If life is a matter of multiplying 
pleasures and skillfully fending off death, what better use can be made 
of it than these sick people make? The essential sickness of the modem 
world, with its defective understanding of the personality and its needs, 
is that its ideal existence is really an invalid’s existence, even as the repeti- 
tive motions that it inflicts upon its busy, hard-driven workers transform 
into a collective ritual the elements of a compulsion neurosis: the me- 
chanical repetition of a limited set of motions. With illness and hypo- 
chondria and neurosis as the norms of civilization, is it any wonder that 
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life itself reappeared in savage, pre-civilized guise as the will to violate, 
the will to kill, the will to destroy? 

Once the death wish has become so prevalent one conclusion is inevi- 
table: the present condition of man admits no easy relief. No minor 
remedies, no small, timid measures of reform, will bring life and health 
back to such a society: only the most dire catastrophe can now summon 
up the energies necessary for the reassertion of life and the values of life. 
Anesthetics may temporarily blot out the terrors of this state: chloral 
and whiskey, sexual dilation and speed, may ease the tensions; but in the 
end they add to the enfeeblement. Barbarism and war: these were the 
re-awakeners. And the catastrophe came. For that reason, perhaps, we 
may sardonically hail Hitler as the friend and redeemer of modern man. 

8: Alternative to Dissolution 

During the past century, then, the forces of life have turned against 
themselves. The interest in living organisms promoted a biological mythol- 
ogy, in which Kali, the destroyer, had a more positive role than Brahma 
the life-breather. The interest in living societies, nations, selfishly broke 
down those processes of international collaboration which justified and 
completed the life of the individual group. So, too, the interest in sex 
permitted the mechanics of sterility to undermine the very basis of West- 
ern man’s existence. Everywhere there was a positive reactivation of life: 
yet everywhere this reactivation took destructive forms which led to ex- 
termination and suicide. As in cancer, the uncontrolled expression of life 
only hastened the breakdown of the healthy tissue that remained. 

For a long time the vital reactions I have described were topograph- 
ically separated: the vital, the national, the sexual, were contemporaneous 
but not interacting; they occurred spontaneously at different points in 
modem society and they failed to alter the dominant pattern of life. If 
the forces of life were finally to dominate the machine, if man’s whole 
personality was to displace the disruptive activity of its separate organs, 
it was necessary that these forces should meet in a single mind and be 
fused in a living experience. A dynamic syncretism of doctrines and creeds 
and philosophies was needed, if the idolum of the machine was to unite 
under a new sign with the idolum of the organism. 

That union, that syncretism, was attempted in many different minds; 
but the fusion long remained incomplete, partly because those who were 
on the side of life did not understand that the machine itself, properly 
utilized, was also an instrument of life: thus men like John Ruskin were 
too deeply influenced by Gothic architecture and Reformation pietism to 
break through these archaic molds, which denied them access to the living 
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forces of their own time. Both Ruskin and his follower Morris, a much 
more robust person, were unwise enough to pour their new wine into old 
bottles. Tolstoy labored under the same handicap: his. return to Gospel 
Christianity remained unhealthy because it sought a mere return to the 
primitive: he mistook an old starting place for the end of the journey. 

Those who were closest to formulating a positive synthesis were Emer- 
son and his successors in America: Thoreau, Whitman, and Melville: 
Walden, Moby-Dick, Leaves of Grass, and Democratic Vistas were both 
positive affirmations of life and steps toward a fresh expression of the 
super-ego. Each was an attempt to bring together the New World idolum 
and the Old World: each was an attempt to find a new Passage to India. 
The insights of these writers will be as significant for a new period of 
integration as the work of Plato and Aristotle was in the formulation of 
the new truths of Christianity. Perhaps no work could be closer to our 
present purposes than Whitman’s Democratic Vistas. 

Now, in the new world-picture that will replace that of the machine, 
the submerged or recessive forces of the last century — democracy, vital- 
ism, co-operation — will become the dominants in our emerging society: 
elements in a new syncretism which will nourish once more the spirit of 
man. Their period of formulation is nearly over: their incorporation and 
embodiment remain to take place in a world theater. 

Happily there is one figure whose life-interests fully represent the 
forces I have been describing: one whose conscious philosophy reached 
a fuller stage of formulation than either Emerson or Whitman: one 
whose actual life, coming later, faced more fully the corruptions and 
devitalizations of the present scene. Obscure in his own lifetime, hardly 
better known today, a dozen years after his death, he incarnated the 
organic and made an orderly constellation of its vitalities. Patrick Geddes 
was his name. What he was, what he stood for, what he pointed toward 
will become increasingly important as the world grows to understand 
both his philosophy and his example. Lincoln, observing Whitman strid- 
ing past a White House window, is reported to have said: There is a man. 
So one who followed the darting glance and eager footsteps of Geddes, 
rambling through a city, or wandering with an armful of plants along a 
country road, might have said: There goes one enriched and energized 
and sensitized by the life-force he has studied so fervently: his is the touch 
that will make the dry wand burgeon. Such a man has worshiped the burn- 
ing bush and beheld from afar the Promised Land. 

Geddes was bom in Scotland, the main home of the paleotechnic rev- 
olution, in the decade that saw the publication of Spencer’s First Princi- 
ples and Darwin’s Origin of Species. He passed from his boyish experi- 
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ments in chemistry to the study of biology under Huxley and Haeckel. 
From the loginning, he was filled with Darwin’s wonder of life and never 
lost his appetite* for all its varied phenomena or his esthetic love for its 
forms: life’s sheer variety and luxuriance, its progressive mastery of the 
non-living, were constant incitements to increase his own vitality. No man 
in our time has shown a higher degree of intensity: an intellectual energy 
that matched Leonardo’s all-devouring curiosity, a practical grasp that 
organized masques and planned cities, a sexual vitality, continent but 
volcanic, that recalls the pan-like figures of Victor Hugo or Auguste 
Rodin. Geddes’s work in biology not merely made him a natural heir of 
Lamarck and Darwin: it brought him to the life-long study of sex in all 
its manifestations. His survey of The Evolution of Sex, written with his 
pupil and colleague, J. Arthur Thomson, remained for more than a gen- 
eration a unique summary of the subject. 

But this naturalist was also open to the positive currents of life that 
sprang from the folk: not for nothing was he born in the land of Robert 
Burns and Walter Scott. As a student, he had watched the resurgence of 
the French nation after 1870, when it rose from its humiliation to rebuild 
the country: an interest in Provence, the birthplace of Comte, made him 
aware of the kindred movement toward regionalism and political decen- 
tralization which Frederic Mistral had started. From Geddes’s Outlook 
Tower at Edinburgh on the summit of Castle Hill, came the first publica- 
tions of the Gaelic Renascence in the early nineties. But Geddes’s nation- 
alism encompassed all that Mazzini taught and went even farther: from 
the first, he treated the nation, not merely as a political and a cultural 
entity, but as a social and economic unit within a worldwide community. 
As a mere biological group, a product of “blood and soil,” maintaining 
and perpetuating a primitive element in the social heritage, the nation was 
as important to human culture as the primitive occupations of miner and 
woodman were to the technology of the machine. At the same time the 
nation was a conflux of energies, a focusing of light-rays, that came from 
every part of the social cosmos: blood and soil were the foundations of 
man’s larger humanity, not a substitute for it. 

Geddes’s Scotland embraced Europe and his Europe embraced the 
world. Dundee jute came from India, as did Paisley shawls. In his corre- 
spondence with Margaret Noble, who had become a Hindu sister, Geddes 
said of the cultures of the East and West: “Each in turn for thousands 
of years has stimulated the other; each in isolation has suffered — we were 
hardening into external growths within which life shrivels: you concen- 
trating yourselves in this inner life, till the external is depressed or for- 
gotten. The strength of our youth is ever sallying forth resolved to gain 
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the whole world, sure it will profit him: the silent depth of yours retires, 
to seek the saving — the finding — of his own soul, which,profits him much: 
yet may let the other’s die. Has not each now in turn to share the conquest 
of the other’s kingdom, each in turn to help save the other from his su- 
preme danger — himself!” The great Odyssey of Geddes’s old age, a dec- 
ade of teaching and town-planning in India from 1914 on, was not merely 
a repayment of Scotland’s debt to India: it served a higher purpose and 
involved the acceptance of a fuller obligation. Geddes learned from the 
Hindus even deeper habits of withdrawal and contemplation than those 
he had long practiced: he more fully united Eastern passivism and West- 
ern activism in his own life. His biography of Jagadis Chandra Bose was 
not merely a tribute to a great experimental physicist but a tribute to the 
Hindu intuition of the unity of all being that had made Bose’s researches 
possible. He thus carried forward the earlier initiatives of Thoreau and 
Emerson. That example is a starting point for our future world culture. 

Geddes coupled thought to action, and action to life, and life itself to 
all the highest manifestations of sense, feeling, and experience: organic 
life did not merely culminate in man’s superior cunning but in man’s 
superior ideals. Man’s existence did not stay at the biological level of 
organism, function, and environment, nor even at the tribal or folk level 
of folk, work, and place: man perpetually renewed himself and trans- 
cended himself by means of that heritage of ideal values, of self- 
surpassing purposes, which are covered by the terms polity, culture, and 
art, as these terms were used by Geddes’s earlier contemporary, Burck- 
hardt. For Geddes life had more than its animal destiny of reproduction 
and physical survival: it had a high destiny, that of revamping out of 
nature’s original materials, with the help of nature’s original patterns, 
a more perfectly harmonized, a more finely attuned, a more complexly 
balanced expression of both personality and community. Olympus and 
Parnassus were as real for Geddes as the primeval slime out of which 
the protozoa had emerged. In the gods on Olympus, indeed, he discovered 
the ideal embodiment of the Seven Ages of Man. 

The depletion of vitality, the arrest of growth, the domination of the 
living by the non-living, the persistence of fixity and habit over flexibility 
and purposive change — against all these forms of disintegration Geddes 
endlessly battled. Geddes was on the side of life, wherever it was threat- 
ened or besieged. Into the piled-up tenement districts of Edinburgh he 
brought gardens; into the plague-ridden streets of Indian cities, he brought 
cleanliness; into the cram-schools of “verbalistic empaperment” he brought 
the regional survey, which sent the student out into the city and the coun- 
tryside, seeing with his own eyes the realities behind his academic ab- 
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stractions; into the movement for sexual development, with which he sym- 
pathized, he brought the sense of the family, the need for children, the 
acceptance of mature responsibilities. With the wand of life, he tapped 
the rock and made water flow forth. He challenged every success that 
was bought at the expense of further growth, further self-renewal. 

Geddes published little but he propagated much. From his thought 
came about the revitalization of history and geography by first-hand 
exploration and regional studies: likewise a more vital kind of nature 
observation which encouraged the sense of beauty as well as that of curi- 
osity, which stimulated the feelings no less than the understanding: 
Geddes’s own joy in the presence of nature’s marvels and delights was 
infectious. From nature study arose a more comprehensive kind of social 
diagnosis: that of the civic and the regional survey, which became as 
fundamental to social action as the physician’s record of the patient’s 
history and his systematic observation of his body. Geddes thus laid the 
foundations for a movement for city and regional development that had 
more vital aims than the multiplication of sewers or the facilitation of 
traffic : into all these activities, educational, civic, practical, he carried his 
sense of the organic, displacing the mechanisms and automatisms that had 
hitherto been central. 

In Geddes’s philosophy of life, mechanism had a constant place as the 
servant of life, but never as its master: life paid the piper and must call 
the tune. As a scientific interpreter of Ruskin, he knew the essential truth 
of Ruskin’s great saying: “You do not educate a man by telling him what 
he knew not, but by making him what he was not.” In Ruskin’s funda- 
mental economic treatise, Munera Pulveris, he saw that the new doctrines 
of energetics had been applied to all economic phenomena: a more vital 
contribution than any of the economists, even Marx, had made. He per- 
ceived, too, that Ruskin’s definition of value — that which avails for life — 
displaces all spurious values based on convention and fashion and pe- 
cuniary manipulation. From this standpoint, production must be educa- 
tional as well as technical: “first, the production of a thing essentially 
useful; then the production of the capacity to use it.” And the highest 
type of work, accordingly, is not complete automatism, but just the oppo- 
site — the activity of the artist. All work serves for life in that it produces 
art and gives men the liberated vitality of artists. If we have only trash 
and trivialities to sell, we must produce trashy and trivial personalities 
to serve as consumers. Our apparatus of education, advertisement, and 
propaganda, as developed under capitalism, exists to produce such 
monsters. 

In his own person, Geddes exemplified the radical changes that are 
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imperative if the limitations of the New World idolum are to be overcome. 
Paralleling the great example of the distinguished American physicist, 
Joseph Henry, Geddes devoted himself to citizenship, even at the cost of 
retarding his own fruition as a scientist: to make a full life possible his 
own work in science remained incomplete. Never indeed did he turn aside 
completely from his original interests as a biologist: indeed, the year 
before he died he published a monumental two-volume survey of Life: 
Outlines of Biology, in collaboration with his old pupil, Thomson. But 
Geddes was too deeply concerned with what was going on outside his 
laboratory and his study to be content with a personal success made pos- 
sible by civic indifference. Instead, he brought to civic and political 
affairs the same habits of systematic observation, accurate report, patient 
diagnosis, that biology passes on to the physician. In 1911, he not merely 
predicted the outbreak of the World War, not later than 1915, but laid 
plans for a series of books on The Making of the Future, to speed the 
transition from wardom to peacedom. 

Geddes the biologist mastered Comte, Spencer, Le Play, Durkheim, 
Veblen, and systematically reinterpreted his biological data in terms of 
human society: he thus laid the foundations for a sociology capable of 
including all the divergent schools. Similarly, as sociologist he turned to 
philosophy and had vivid intercourse with Bergson, James, Dewey, Lloyd 
Morgan. His was not eclecticism but synthesis: not a midden-heap of ideas 
but a closely articulated central structure, from which radiated wings 
that were intentionally left unfinished. Geddes had respect for all spe- 
cialized knowledge, wherever he found it. “Every man knows more about 
his own business than I do: even the street-sweeper. If I want to teach him 
I must first learn from him.” But Geddes had no respect for those walls 
of habit and class pride that make intercourse between specialists impos- 
sible: like Aristotle and Leibnitz he took all knowledge for his province, 
not merely in order to add to his own power and wisdom, but to make 
possible a continuous interchange between the isolated provinces of 
thought: isolated and sterilized by their failure to begin and end with 
that unity which is life. 

The reclamation of science by citizenship was practiced by Geddes long 
before the over-development of the physical sciences had led to a demand 
for a long holiday from all scientific research. Geddes did not make the 
false answer that more science would automatically cure the evils pro- 
duced by science: his answer was rather to accept social responsibility 
in his life and work, to inter-relate scientific investigation with social 
need. Once that responsibility is accepted, there must come a slacken- 
ing of the feverish tempo of research, often over-stimulated by those 
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who have sought high position or money rewards, often mis-directed by 
those who are looking for exploitable territory rather than socially useful 
channels of research. Within the field of knowledge itself, an organic 
approach to a particular problem — in contrast to the method of isolation 
and detached analysis — must inevitably produce a slowing down of the 
tempo. Partial solutions put speed before completeness: organic solutions 
demand completeness without promising quick returns. 

Whatever the ultimate fate of the notation of ideas which Geddes 
labored so long and so arduously to perfect, it vastly furthered his own 
powers of assimilation and understanding: the art of co-ordinated think- 
ing was one that he carried to a new height of discipline and organization. 
He did not however rely upon thought alone to effect the change needed: 
action must accompany it. As citizens, conserving and fostering life in 
their own community and their own region, co-operating with other citi- 
zens throughout the world, Geddes believed that the specialists would rise 
to common views, common purposes, common plans. 

Vivendo discimus was Geddes’s motto: We learn by living. Or, as he 
said in his pamphlet on Co-operation in 1888 , “it is only by thinking 
things out as one lives them, and living things out as one thinks them, 
that a man or a society can really be said to think or even live at all.” 
That interaction of thought and action, of ideal and deed, was as impor- 
tant for man as a worker or man as a citizen as it was for the intellectual: 
without this constant weaving back and forth between the inner life and 
the outer life, between thought and action, between images and plans, 
life itself was arrested. 

The basic change exemplified by Geddes was the unification of all the 
processes of life, the subjective and the objective, and the equal cultivation 
of the sciences, the arts, and the humanities. As a scientist, Geddes, like 
Freud, had been trained to look upon religion as but a muddled precursor 
of science, whose residue was now mainly superstition. But as a surveyor 
and planner of cities, Geddes discovered the permanent function of the 
cloister and the cathedral: the first grew out of the need for withdrawal, 
for quiet brooding, for a deeper plumbing of memory and a stimulus to 
the imagination that comes only through detachment. Thus die cell, the 
tower, the grove, the woodland path, the high mountain, were all forms 
of the cloister that had been used at one time or another by religious, 
philosophic, and scientific minds: the laboratory was only its latest phase. 
Similarly, the Cathedral was a generic name for that embodiment of 
common purposes and common ideals which unites men in feeling and 
action, no less than thought, in dumb animal faith as well as rational 
expression: the Acropolis in one age, the Temple in another, the sym- 
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phony concert or the museum in a third. Geddes indeed anticipated that 
the art museum and the natural history museum would make no small 
contribution to a living religion for our time: it was Only a spurious 
religion that sought to attach itself to an outmoded science or an archaic 
form of art. 

For Geddes, the taboos and superstitions of religion of course deserved 
to wither: not its essential core. From Christian, Jew, Mohammedan, from 
Parsee, Hindu, Buddhist, from agnostic and atheist, Geddes sought to 
extract the essence of a more catholic creed and a deeper understanding 
of man’s drama and destiny. In Siva he found the doctrine of natural 
selection, in Brahma the elan vital, in Judaism the oneness of cosmic and 
biological and historic destiny, in the Muses of Greece the nine essential 
notes in man’s higher emotional and intellectual development. To him all 
the phenomena of a rich subjective life, myth, poesy, painting, music, 
were as real and significant as the earthiest conditions that underlie man’s 
life: love and sacrifice were as proper to life as lust, physical prowess, 
animal survival. 

Nothing in life was foreign to Geddes; and no expression of life in 
history was altogether without meaning and value: even a broken shell 
was witness to the fact that life had once been present and had molded it. 
Implicitly, he believed in the Chinese principles of Yin and Yang: the 
alternation of the passive and the active, the internal and the external, 
the introvert and the extravert moods was for him the very rhythm of 
life itself: the key, not alone to sexual differentiation, but to all activities. 
To block that process was to thwart life: to participate in it was to be 
one with life’s drift and meaning. 

Far from rejecting the primitive elements in our civilization, Patrick 
Geddes insisted that they were an integral part of man’s inheritance: he 
knew that the roots of life lay deep. But instead of giving these vitalities 
a barbarous outlet, he proposed to attach them to man’s higher culture. 
He would cultivate the region, not alone for the sake of the local life but 
for the sake of the world’s life, too: he helped to revive national traditions, 
not to inflame a “sacred egoism” but to contribute to the wealth of human- 
ity. So, too, he counseled youth to go out with the fishing fleet, to accom- 
pany the shepherd on his rounds, to stalk game with the hunter, for the sake 
of the human insight and self-respect that the discipline of these primitive 
occupations brings with it. For Geddes the truly educated man was one who 
was capable of mastering the work and life of any part of the valley 
section. 

Geddes’s doctrine that every part of the environment, every part of the 
social heritage, must be unlocked for the common man is today the basic 
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theory of American army education. And its extraordinary success in 
transforming the, timid, the slack-willed, the over-specialized, the self- 
defeated into alert and highly activated soldiers, capable of finding their 
way over strange terrain, of handling complicated weapons, of infli c ting 
their wills on hostile men, suggests similar activations, similar masteries, 
for a militant peace: a peace based upon a race re-educated for co-opera- 
tive and creative tasks. If the Army can bring Geddesian methods — in- 
cluding many characteristic Geddesian shortcuts — so successfully into the 
business of inflicting death, is it not time that this philosophy were applied 
with similar intensity to the preservation and intensification of life? 

In Geddes’s life and mind, the sundered fragments of the modem world 
were restored to unity, not by returning to their original simplicity, but 
by going forward to a more highly developed synthesis and to a more 
inclusive pattern of action: a synthesis that was always open to the test 
of fresh action, to the challenge of fresh experience, to the incursion of 
fresh ideas and ideals. 

For such a view of life no early success was possible in our time. 
Viewed in its immediate effects, his life was a succession of failures and 
its final acts, the building of his College des Ecossais at Montpellier and 
the foundation of an International Trust for its maintenance, were the 
worst failures of all. Nor did any success with the written word redeem 
these failures: indeed, by the very fact that he too long avoided publica- 
tion his thought and insight were never adequately passed on to others 
except by way of example and oral communication: as with Socrates, his 
ultimate act of synthesis, the final justification for his boundless activity 
and tireless thought, was himself. 

But today the insurgent mind of Patrick Geddes is more alive than it 
has ever been: he is both the precursor and the initiator, the formulator 
and the incarnation, of a way of life that shall be directed once more to 
life’s highest purposes. With Goethe, Geddes used to say: “Animals are 
always attempting the impossible and achieving it.” That, he would add, 
is the essential condition of man. 

Through his life-work, Geddes is the Bacon and the Leonardo, perhaps 
the Galileo, of an idolum that will replace the half-world of the period 
of expansion. In his personality a new mutation took place, and by his 
example and practice the path of redevelopment and renewal for modem 
man becomes clearer. He would have been the first to disclaim such a 
role as the gift of any single man: and I would be the last to make such 
an exclusive claim for him. I have used him as a symbol of a change 
that has been going on for more than a century and that now approaches 
the moment when it can take the initiative and openly challenge the forces 
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that stand in its way. This movement has been taking place in many parts 
of the world and in many different kinds of activity, under many different 
circumstances. From Goethe to Louis Sullivan, from Claude Bernard to 
Osier, from Emerson to Whitehead, from Ebenezer Howard to Henry 
Wright, from Whitman to Stieglitz this new sense of the organic has made 
its way steadily into every sphere of creative activity: nowhere completely 
triumphant, yet everywhere gathering fresh energies, staking out fresh 
territory, projecting fresh objectives. There are many people in obscure 
places whose true life will be realized, not alone in the community they 
immediately serve, but in that which they are helping to bring into exist* 
ence: these people and hundreds like them exemplify the Geddesian doc- 
trine of life: many-sided participators in its growth, reproduction, renewal, 
and insurgence. What they feel and think and do today, millions may do 
and feel and think a generation hence. 

The challenge of war and the threat of death has given many men and 
women throughout the world a new courage in facing life and a new 
confidence in their abilities to outwit the men and mechanisms that would 
enslave them. Vivendo discimus. Only those who are already dead and 
defeated need accept defeat and death as their final destiny. Our civiliza- 
tion has not said its last word. Man is at length ready to depart on new 
missions. 



CHAPTER XI. 


THE BASIS OF RENEWAL 


1: The External Crisis 

Henry Adams was right: the last thirty years have been witnessing the 
active disintegration of Western civilization. In a disintegrating society, 
decay is its form of life; and all the dynamic forces that are available 
have worked either to corrupt the human fiber or to multiply the agents 
of physical destruction. If we go further along the same route we shall 
fare worse. On our courage in facing this fact and on our promptness in 
meeting it, all plans for the renewal of personality and community depend. 
‘'Bombs educate vigorously,” Adams observed, “and even wireless telegra- 
phy or airships might require the reconstruction of society.” 

Has the destruction yet gone far enough to promote a genuine renewal 
— or has it already gone so far that it will prevent it? No one can yet 
answer this question. But only the ability to put the question to ourselves 
will provide an effectual answer in life and action. 

The makers of the New World idolum confidently expected that the 
older part of the human heritage would disappear: science and technics 
seemed thoroughly able not merely to reconstruct man’s institutions and 
his personality, but to displace any older forms of art, thought, or prac- 
tice. If anything, the utilitarians would have been surprised at the per- 
sistence of institutions that were manifestly at odds with the utilitarian 
way of life. But they forgot that the moral and intellectual traditions of 
Judaea, Greece, and Rome were essential to the development of the New 
World ideology itself: so that, with the ebbing away of this older tide 
of culture, the insufficiency of their own creed as a guide to life would 
become plain. A science that disclaimed all interest in human values, 
except the satisfaction of curiosity and the increase of manipulative skill, 
cannot be useful even in its own limited sphere when the general dissolu- 
tion of values leads to a contempt for science and a deliberate perversion 
of its results. 

Modern civilization has been arrested in mid-flight: its technical ad- 
vances in saving labor, perfecting automatism, mechanizing the daily 
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processes of life, multiplying the arts of destruction, and dehumanizing 
the personality have been responsible for this arrest. The rise of the 
machine and the fall of man are two parts of the same process: never 
before have machines been so perfect, and never before have men sunk 
so low, for the sub-human conduct that the Nazis have exhibited in the 
torture and extermination of their victims drops below any level of merely 
animal brutality. That degradation is shared by those who passively con- 
done this sub-human conduct, by belittling its horror and denying its 
terrible significance. 

This catastrophe and this debasement have no parallels in earlier his- 
tory; for now, for the first time, the entire world is involved. All consola- 
tions that are based on past recoveries are meaningless. What happened 
to Greece, Rome, China, or India has no parallel in the world today: 
when those civilizations collapsed, they were surrounded by neighbors 
that had reached nearly equal levels of culture, whereas if Western civ- 
ilization should continue its downward course it will spread ruin to every 
part of the planet; and its going will consume the very forces and ideas 
within its own tradition that might have given a start to its successor. 

The present crisis has long been visible. Jacob Burckhardt observed 
its early stages in the middle of the nineteenth century: in the series of 
brilliant essays, now published in English under the title. Force and 
Freedom, he not merely diagnosed the malady but accurately predicted 
its outward manifestations. In a letter written to Henry Osborn Taylor 
in 1905, Henry Adams remarked: “At the present rate of progression 
since 1600, it will not need another century or half century to tip thought 
upside down. Law, in that case, would disappear as theory or a prion 
principle and give place to force. Morality would become police. Ex- 
plosives would reach cosmic violence. Disintegration would overcome 
integration.” Henry Adams did not live to observe fascism: he anticipated 
it. He knew that the detonators of violence and destruction were present 
in every part of the social structure of Western society. 

Like the die-hards of fourth century Rome, most of our contemporaries 
are still unaware of the dimensions of the present catastrophe. They were 
so completely self-hypnotized by pride in man’s control over nature that 
they overlooked all the palpable evidence of the fact that this control did 
not extend to his own self and his own very life: they were unprepared 
to believe that a fiendish barbarism could arise in the midst of an ad- 
vanced scientific country like Germany; and they were unable to analyze 
in their own reactions to this the characteristic symptoms of decay: a 
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of a universal culture that had actually spread throughout the globe, were 
willing to barter all their advances for the sake of “peace.” When they 
finally found that the choice was not in their hands, they made ready to 
fight — but skeptically, reluctantly, stupidly, as men answer an alarm 
clock when still thick with sleep. This feeble response to the challenge 
of barbarism was as much a sign of disintegration as the barbarism itself. 

The war itself has shocked people into facing the grimmest of realities; 
but it is not in itself sufficient to promote an understanding of the forces 
that have brought on this world catastrophe. In its later phases, the war 
has caused people to accept unthinkable sacrifices: but they have yet to 
accept the hardest sacrifice of all, and that is, to give up their illusions 
about this civilization. Modem man is the victim of the very instruments 
he values most. Every gain in power, every mastery of natural forces, 
every scientific addition to knowledge, has proved potentially dangerous 
because it has not been accompanied by equal gains in self-understanding 
and self-discipline. We have sought to achieve perfection by eliminating 
the human element. Believing that power and knowledge were by nature 
beneficent or that man himself was inherently good when freed from 
external obligations to goodness, we have conjured up a genius capable 
of destroying our civilization. The disproportionate development of the 
sciences themselves only hastens this malign end. 

The physical victory over the barbarian in war is no answer to the prob- 
lem that the barbarian’s existence has conjured up: it merely clears the 
way for an answer. Even if valor and skill in war give the democratic 
peoples a temporary military ascendancy, that in itself will not be suf- 
ficient either to secure a lasting peace or to raise up this battered civiliza- 
tion. For the disease that threatens us is an organic one: it is no localized 
infection that can be lanced, cleaned, bandaged; on the contrary, it re- 
quires a reorientation of our whole life, a change in occupation, a change 
in regimen, a change in personal relationships, not least, a change in 
attitude and conscious direction: fundamentally, a change in religion, our 
total sense of the world and life and time. If we seek salvation more 
cheaply, we shall not be ready to undertake the heroic feats and sacrifices, 
the spiritual and practical efforts that will be necessary to create a life- 
sustaining community and a life-directed personality. To make use of our 
vitalities and energies — and potentially these were never greater — we must 
reassert once more the primacy of the person. 

The obstacle to renewal does not merely lie in the fact that in so many 
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&ti 4 the organization of destruction has been forced upon us by the bar- 
barian’s attempt at world enslavement. Worse than that; organization has 
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processes of life, multiplying the arts of destruction, and dehumanizing 
the personality have been responsible for this arrest. The rise of the 
machine and the fall of man are two parts of the same process: never 
before have machines been so perfect, and never before have men sunk 
so low, for the sub-human conduct that the Nazis have exhibited in the 
torture and extermination of their victims drops below any level of merely 
animal brutality. That degradation is shared by those who passively con- 
done this sub-human conduct, by belittling its horror and denying its 
terrible significance. 

This catastrophe and this debasement have no parallels in earlier his- 
tory; for now, for the first time, the entire world is involved. All consola- 
tions that are based on past recoveries are meaningless. What happened 
to Greece, Rome, China, or India has no parallel in the world today: 
when those civilizations collapsed, they were surrounded by neighbors 
that had reached nearly equal levels of culture, whereas if Western civ- 
ilization should continue its downward course it will spread ruin to every 
part of the planet; and its going will consume the very forces and ideas 
within its own tradition that might have given a start to its successor. 

The present crisis has long been visible. Jacob Burckhardt observed 
its early stages in the middle of the nineteenth century: in the series of 
brilliant essays, now published in English under the title. Force and 
Freedom, he not merely diagnosed the malady but accurately predicted 
its outward manifestations. In a letter written to Henry Osborn Taylor 
in 1905, Henry Adams remarked: “At the present rate of progression 
since 1600, it will not need another century or half century to tip thought 
upside down. Law, in that case, would disappear as theory or a priori 
principle and give place to force. Morality would become police. Ex- 
plosives would reach cosmic violence. Disintegration would overcome 
integration.” Henry Adams did not live to observe fascism: he anticipated 
it. He knew that the detonators of violence and destruction were present 
in every part of the social structure of Western society. 

Like the die-hards of fourth century Rome, most of our contemporaries 
are still unaware of the dimensions of the present catastrophe. They were 
so completely self-hypnotized by pride in man’s control over nature that 
they overlooked all the palpable evidence of the fact that this control did 
not extend to his own self and his own very life: they were unprepared 
to believe that a fiendish barbarism could arise in the midst of an ad- 
vanced scientific country like Germany; and they were unable to analyze 
in their own reactions to this the characteristic symptoms of decay: a 
moral inertia, a flight from reality, an unwillingness to face danger or 
hardship on behalf of an ideal cause. The democratic peoples, inheritors 
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of a universal culture that had actually spread throughout the globe, were 
willing to barter all their advances for the sake of “peace.” When they 
finally found that the choice was not in their hands, they made ready to 
fight — but skeptically, reluctantly, stupidly, as men answer an alarm 
clock when still thick with sleep. This feeble response to the challenge 
of barbarism was as much a sign of disintegration as the barbarism itself. 

The war itself has shocked people into facing the grimmest of realities; 
but it is not in itself sufficient to promote an understanding of the forces 
that have brought on this world catastrophe. In its later phases, the war 
has caused people to accept unthinkable sacrifices: but they have yet to 
accept the hardest sacrifice of all, and that is, to give up their illusions 
about this civilization. Modem man is the victim of the very instruments 
he values most. Every gain in power, every mastery of natural forces, 
every scientific addition to knowledge, has proved potentially dangerous 
because it has not been accompanied by equal gains in self-understanding 
and self-discipline. We have sought to achieve perfection by eliminating 
the human element. Believing that power and knowledge were by nature 
beneficent or that man himself was inherently good when freed from 
external obligations to goodness, we have conjured up a genius capable 
of destroying our civilization. The disproportionate development of the 
sciences themselves only hastens this malign end. 

The physical victory over the barbarian in war is no answer to the prob- 
lem that the barbarian’s existence has conjured up: it merely clears the 
way for an answer. Even if valor and skill in war give the democratic 
peoples a temporary military ascendancy, that in itself will not be suf- 
ficient either to secure a lasting peace or to raise up this battered civiliza- 
tion. For the disease that threatens us is an organic one: it is no localized 
infection that can be lanced, cleaned, bandaged; on the contrary, it re- 
quires a reorientation of our whole life, a change in occupation, a change 
in regimen, a change in personal relationships, not least, a change in 
attitude and conscious direction: fundamentally, a change in religion, our 
total sense of the world and life and time. If we seek salvation more 
cheaply, we shall not be ready to undertake the heroic feats and sacrifices, 
the spiritual and practical efforts that will be necessary to create a life- 
sustaining community and a life-directed personality. To make use of our 
vitalities and energies — and potentially these were never greater we must 
reassert once more the primacy of the person. 

The obstacle to renewal does not merely lie in the fact that in so many 
parts of society the agents of destruction have gained the upper hand, 
and the organization of destruction has been forced upon us by the bar- 
barian’s attempt at world enslavement. Worse than that: organization has 
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become in itself destructive of human values: everywhere the machine 
holds the center and the personality has been pushed to the. periphery: 
a process which remains sinister even when the intention is benign — as it 
undoubtedly is, for example, in our overorganized institutions for teach- 
ing the young or for healing disease. The only way to renew the forces 
of life is to begin once again with the repressed and displaced elements: 
to dismantle a large part of the physical structure, to loosen up the au- 
tomatisms of habit, to challenge even successful forms of routine, to give 
time, thought, attention, to all those changes which do not, in their first 
stages, require the collaboration and support of existing institutions. Our 
society is now at the stage where conversion — an inner change and re- 
direction — must precede every outer change or transformation. 

Here is the benign moment of disintegration: the moment when the old 
life is sufficiently shattered and broken to make a new life conceivable. 
When this moment of germination comes, the individual’s experience of 
renewal, or at least his radical readiness for renewal, widens into a col- 
lective act. Such a change took place in classic civilization during the 
fourth century: it occurred again on a similar scale throughout the Western 
world in the eighteenth century: in both cases responses to disintegration. 
That inner change, under the pressure of a powerful experience, univer- 
sally shared, is the prelude to every significant outer change. If rational 
demonstration cannot bring such a change about, it can nevertheless hasten 
it and clarify its goals once the personality has made itself ready and 
the conditions favoring it have come into being. 

2: The Inertia of “Progress” 

The Chinese symbol for crisis is composed of two elements: one signi- 
fies danger and the other opportunity. If the dangers that the world faces 
today are greater than the majority yet fully realize, the opportunities 
are equally great. But these opportunities are of a different order than 
those of the past. Talk of goods and benefits to be shared among mankind 
after the war too often has been in the familiar utilitarian terms, and 
those who have been most confident of technical progress show themselves 
pitifully incapable of understanding either current dangers or future 
promises. Such people are the bemused victims of die very values they 
question least. 

In anticipations of the post-war tasks, perhaps the most important thing 
to remember is that our mission is not the simple one of re-building 
demolished houses and ruined cities, converting war industries to peace- 
time manufactures, repairing the broken bodies of the wounded or the 
broken souls of those who have borne witness to more violence, terror, 
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and misery than the human. spirit can endure. All these tasks are essential; 
but they are onljr first aid. If the material shell of our society alone 
needed repair, if only the more obvious human wreckage needed to be 
restored to the human estate, our designs might follow familiar patterns. 
But the fact is our task is a far heavier one. In every department of our 
culture, we must lay the foundations for a new set of purposes, a new 
drama, a radically different mode of life. The “New World” of the fif- 
teenth century is now the Old World: our dawning new world must take 
in far larger tracts of both the earth and the human personality. The bulk 
of our institutions no longer corresponds to the needs and possibilities of 
human life; and this is true, not merely of traditional structures, but of 
many that boast their unqualified modernity: some of the last, indeed, 
are already the seediest, the most completely disserviceable, in terms of 
valid human purposes. 

In short, the crisis we are now in the midst of does not admit of a 
return to our original condition, in the fashion that a crisis in pneumonia, 
once passed, enables the patient to recover his original health. The fact 
is that before the war there was spiritually little health in us. Our elabo- 
rate mechanical organization of life had resulted in an increasingly pur- 
poseless society, in which some of the parts were neatly articulated and 
ordered, while the whole made little sense in terms of life-satisfactions 
and life-fulfillments. In its very mechanical elaboration, our civilization 
had become emptier, because it had not originally been shaped in con- 
formity to the basic needs of human life. Only after the human voice had 
been transmitted around the world with the speed of light did it become 
plain that the words so widely disseminated might still be the same words 
one could hear from the village gossip or the village idiot or the village 
clown or the village hoodlum. 

Man himself did not mirror the perfection of his instruments. Behind 
this empty technical fabric was an emptier ideology: one which multiplied 
quantities and forgot qualities: one which centered on the means of life 
and forgot its consummations. 

Western man has exhausted the dream of mechanical power which so 
long dominated his imagination. If he is to preserve the instruments he 
has so cunningly created, if he is to continue to refine and perfect the 
whole apparatus of life, he can no longer let himself remain spellbound 
in that dream: he must attach himself to more humane purposes than 
those he has given to the machine. We can no longer live, with the illusions 
of success, in a world given over to devitalized mechanisms, desocialized 
organisms, and depersonalized societies: a world that had lost its sense 
of the ultimate dignity of the person almost as completely as the Roman 
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Empire did at the height of its military greatness and technical facility. 
All that the Nazis have done has been to bring to a more rapid climax 
a process that was more slowly, more insidiously, undermining our whole 
civilization. 

But another symptomatic weakness should by now be equally plain: 
even those who cling to the old drama of expansion and conquest, of 
mechanical organization and material exploitation, no longer wholly 
believe in the plot. Georges Sorel observed this fact early in the twentieth 
century: he compared the new capitalists disparagingly with the American 
robber barons of the mid-nineteenth century, and he was afraid that the 
revolutionary elan would disappear in a society whose business men and 
industrialists had lost their original ruthlessness if not their original 
greed. The signs of this inner exhaustion multiplied steadily during the 
last thirty years; one of the most critical of them is the widespread un- 
willingness to play the game if the player happens to be losing. When 
people are really interested in a life-theme, they cling to it even under 
the most adverse conditions; indeed, the pressure of difficulty only in- 
tensifies their interest. When the Christian theme was in the making, per- 
secutions welded the faithful together and finally resulted in a unified 
Church. When the interests of capitalism were dominant, adventurous 
enterprisers accepted losses and bankruptcies without wincing and began 
all over again: the Christian did not cease to believe in his religion 
because it brought personal grief, nor the capitalist in capitalism because 
it might result in personal ruin. 

Now, we have seen just the opposite of these qualities in our time. 
Capitalists accepted the closing down of the world market for the same 
reason that democratic peoples accepted without even a timid counter- 
movement the cancerous spread of fascism. And why? For the sake of 
peace: for the reason that a counter-movement implied risk and sacrifice; 
and risk and sacrifice were not accepted, since the faith that would have 
made them self-justifying had evaporated. 

Had the old plot become too complicated to follow? Had the old re- 
wards proved disappointing? Had new motives appeared which cast into 
disrepute the accepted themes of the old drama? In varying ways all these 
things had indeed happened; but the main fact to be noted is that the old 
game no longer thrilled the players: until the war actually was forced 
upon the anti-fascist powers, neither nationalism nor capitalism had the 
pride, the self-confidence, the initiative to summon together energies that 
were still visible as late as 1914. In the course of fighting the war, na- 
tionalism and capitalism have both received a powerful stimulant: the 
nationalist shows a truculent egoism toward allies in victory that might 
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have staved off the war altogether had it been originally present in the 
face of fascist blulj and bullying; while capitalism, like an old man who 
has miraculously begotten a baby, actually fancies it has recovered the 
potencies of youth. Both responses, however, are automatic ones: mere by- 
products of the war. Examine the motives that are still dominant and they 
turn out to end up in dreams of escape, escape via the golf-links, the 
motor highway, the night club, the helicopter, a life of expensive automa- 
tism and automatic expense: the tag ends of baroque luxury and baroque 
futility in a setting of slick machines. 

Unlike the rapacious industrialists of the nineteenth century, the leaders 
today no longer treat the industrial system as an end in itself. Western 
man demands a special price for further mechanization: bread and shows, 
physical security, and semi-mental distractions. He must be bribed and 
coaxed to perform acts his forefathers performed gladly, wholeheartedly, 
with an almost religious conviction. This applies to both owners and 
workers, leaders and led. The very economies the machine makes possible 
bring with them a train of dissipations. 

In general, one may say that in the present crisis nothing was real 
enough to fight for at the beginning because nothing was significant enough 
to live for at the end. 

If technics is the sole key to success, the American cartels that con- 
nived with the Nazis to suppress patents essential to democracy’s prep- 
aration for war might write off their treason to the account of profit. If 
technics alone constitutes man’s desirable future, then the Nazis, who 
have applied cold technics to the state-controlled copulation of future 
mothers or to the bestial murder of Jews, were indeed the “wave of the 
future.” But what a future! The danger to human society today does 
not come solely from the active barbarians: it comes even more perhaps 
from those who have in their hearts assented to the barbarian’s purposes. 
This lapse was part of a decay of faith in the primacy of the person that 
people of the most widely assorted convictions succumbed to: the very 
Churches that had originally sprung from this faith were among its most 
sinister betrayers. 

Unfortunately, the war itself has reawakened a confidence in the future 
on the basis of a simple restoration of the motives and methods of the 
past — that very past which has terminated in the present catastrophe. 
Above all, the capitalist dog has returned to his old vomit. The investor, 
the organizer, the industrial worker, even the farmer, have once again 
had a glimpse of that hitherto unattainable heaven which the innocent 
regard as a practical equivalent of the good life: the heaven of full pro- 
ductivity based on unlimited demand and leading to the hope of unlimited 
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profits. That heaven, it is true, will remain real only until the day of 
reckoning comes: the day when each country adds up ^he costs and starts 
to balance the books. Indeed, no better evidence exists of the mental dis- 
order that is rife in present-day society than the capitalist’s confidence 
in his ability to resume this game on his own terms — when on his ovm 
terms, that is, on the terms of redeeming the existing debt at par value, 
and paying to boot the interest charges he has already lost 

Mazzini long ago remarked when he was promoting the national inde- 
pendence of Italy that people were much more willing to sacrifice their 
lives to the good cause than their pennies. When the time comes to shift 
from war production to peace production, we shall find that the utopia 
of full production is a capitalist mirage, as long as the old capitalist 
super-ego remains in control. Capitalism by nature and principle sub- 
ordinates public need to private profit. On capitalist terms, there is no 
satisfactory “moral equivalent of war.” That was the illusion of the new 
capitalism: an illusion that should have been buried forever by the calami- 
tous depression that started in 1929. 

But there is far more impressive evidence of the vanity of all these great 
expectations than I have yet shown. The fact is that most of the current 
plans for remolding our civilization ignore the vast secular change that 
has crept up on Western Civilization during the past century, almost una- 
wares. That change is nothing less than the end of the Era of Expansion, 
and the collapse of the major premises, metaphysical, moral, social, eco- 
nomic, on which it was based. 

3: The End of Expansion 

The world crisis that has existed for the lifetime of a whole generation 
indicates that a radical shift in the direction of social movement has taken 
place: this shift began during the last quarter of the nineteenth century 
and now, directly and indirectly, has affected almost every institution. 
The crisis has two aspects: an external and an internal one. Here I shall 
deal mainly with the causes of the external crisis. The external change 
may be summed up in a brief sentence: an age of expansion is giving 
place to an age of equilibrium. The achievement of this equilibrium is 
the task of the next few centuries. 

So far this change has been a blind and blundering one. Not merely 
have the underlying causes themselves been ignored, but the interests and 
attitudes that were formed by the tradition of expansion have kept every 
community from meeting by rational means the new conditions of life 
that open up. Those that have accepted the premises of stabilization have 
attached the movement itself to regressive purposes and have cut it off 
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from its creative mission. Those who have resisted stabilization have 
striven to perpetuate a past that is beyond recall: a past that would not 
be worth recalling even if that were possible. Both the tempo and the 
direction of our life are about to undergo a profound change: this will 
prove a change for the better provided we can throw off the fatal tempta- 
tion to worship our dead selves and perpetuate our past mistakes. 

The present period is a painful transition between two eras. The first 
I have traced in some detail since the fourteenth century: it is associated 
with the rise of capitalism, militarism, scientism, and mechanization: like- 
wise with the counter-movements of protestantism, romanticism, and de- 
mocracy. All of these institutions made positive contributions to human 
culture: even militarism. The total effect of the era of expansion, how- 
ever, was to increase man’s power over nature, and in particular Western 
man’s power over the more amiable or more feebly armed peoples that 
inhabited the rest of the planet; but the civilization that resulted has been 
rent by internal conflicts and contradictions which have nullified many 
of its real triumphs. 

The outlines of the period of humanization that approaches are not 
so easy to describe: many of the characters have still to be invented and 
their lines have still to be written: at best, some of their costumes and a 
few odd parcels of scenery indicate what the play is to be about. But by 
way of broad contrast one may characterize the approaching period as one 
of dynamic equilibrium, such an equilibrium as the human body main- 
tains at every stage in its growth. The theme for the new period will be 
neither arms and the man nor machines and the man: its theme will be 
the resurgence of life, the displacement of the mechanical by the organic, 
and the re-establishment of the person as the ultimate term of all human 
effort. Cultivation, humanization, co-operation, symbiosis: these are the 
watchwords of the new world-enveloping culture. 

Many of the miscarriages of the present period are due to the fact that 
our statesmen, our industrial leaders, our administrators are still trying 
to apply the ideology of the age of expansion to a social organization that 
has an entirely different set of requirements: an organization in which the 
careful timing and spacing of activities, in which the proper diversifica- 
tion of opportunities and the balancing and interlocking of functions must 
take the place of those spectacular one-sided advances, colossal but in- 
coherent, which were characteristic of the period of expansion. Every 
department of life will record this change: it will affect the task of edu- 
cation arid the procedures of science no less than the organization of indus- 
trial enterprises, the planning of cities, the development of regions, the 
interchange of world resources. 
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The facts of the present stabilization are familiar to students of history 
and sociology; but the interpretation of these facts has r proved tardy. Yet 
strangely enough, our present state was accurately forecart by at least one 
early observer, John Stuart Mill: witness what has become, by force of 
events, a great chapter in the second volume of his Principles of Political 
Economy. That chapter is devoted to a theoretical discussion of what Mill 
misleadingly called the “stationary state.” By this he meant an economic 
order in which the area for new capital investments had dwindled by a 
natural process of self-limitation, in which, through birth control, the 
population had become stable, and in which the rates of profit and interest 
tended, as a result of this twofold curb, to fall toward zero. 

This is the chapter that most people know by only a single sentence, 
one in which Mill doubted whether labor-saving machinery had yet light- 
ened the day’s burdens of a single worker. But it was here he made a far 
more significant observation: namely, that a state of dynamic equilibrium, 
though it might be dreaded by the profiteer, was precisely the condition 
required for translating mechanical improvements into social welfare. 
In re-stating Mill’s observations as history I only accentuate their merit 
as prophecy. 

The era of Western expansion had three overlapping and interacting 
phases: land expansion, population expansion, and industrial expansion. 
All three phases have usually been treated as if they were constant phe- 
nomena in any healthy society; whereas they were extremely unusual and 
highly localized changes that had a definite beginning and an inevitable 
terminus. In our time the whole process has come to an end, or very nearly 
approaches an end. Other peoples who a hundred years ago existed on a 
primitive level have fast become masters of Western machines and weap- 
ons, producers in their own right. Such people will no longer consent to 
being treated as packbearers and servants: they properly claim their place 
as partners, and they reinforce their claim with the Christian doctrine 
of the infinite worth of the individual, and the democratic doctrine of 
the freedom and equality of all men as men. We cannot disown either 
doctrine without betraying our own precious heritage. World trade, world 
production, world intercourse must now be based upon equivalent advan- 
tages for all the regions concerned: it must now be a two-way process: 
consciously and deliberately so. Meanwhile, equally radical changes are 
under way in the other departments where expansion has prevailed. I pro- 
pose to examine these changes and to point out their consequences. 
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4: Close of the World Frontier 

• » 

Land expansion was the prime source of the industrialization that took 
place, with accelerating speed, after the seventeenth century. This process 
had both a material and a psychological result: it gave Western man 
boundless confidence in his destiny and in his own drives, and it gave 
him a wider theater of action than he had ever had before. Westward 
the land was always bright, and every landfall might turn out to be a 
windfall. 

By 1893 an American historian, Frederick Jackson Turner, pointed 
out that the United States had reached the limits of its last important 
frontier: the entire continental area had been staked out, if not fully 
occupied; and the habits that were appropriate to a pioneer period were 
no longer in harmony with the new facts of existence. As a country, we 
could no longer evade the necessity for settling down and making the 
most of our resources: it was impossible to overcome the evils of gutting 
out the forests, mining the soils, annihilating the wild life, merely by 
pulling up stakes and moving on to a virgin area. Conservation became 
the price of survival. 

What is true of the land settlement of the United States has, within the 
last generation, become true for the world at large. Little remains for the 
explorer except barren mountain tops or polar wastes. What new areas 
remain for settlement are negligible: regions of difficulty like the high 
Andes, Manchuria, Siberia, or Alaska are almost the last important 
frontiers. 

In other words, the grand cycle of exploration and conquest and ran- 
dom appropriation is over. Western civilization, now that it has girdled 
the planet, can go no farther: the airplane completes the conquest by 
multiplying the ties and shrinking space further, not by opening up more 
desirable territory hitherto unknown. Our problem is not to add to the 
existing land areas but to make better use of them. We must systemati- 
cally apply our new-found geologic, climatic, ecologic, and social knowl- 
edge to the better ordering of man’s estate; and to make this knowledge 
more valuable, we must acquire a deeper insight into the biologic and 
historic nature of man. Our hope of increasing these resources must be 
based on more thorough knowledge and more intensive cultivation — not 
on a broader reach and a more prehensile system of exploitation. 

Without this deliberate effort at humanization, further land expansion 
would only take the regressive, savage pattern that German land expan- 
sion assumed in Europe: the enslavement and expropriation of neighbors. 
Plainly, then, the old period of land expansion has come to an end. The 
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hopes once derived from it, those that were once substantial and those 
that were always delusive, are no longer capable o/ sustaining fresh 
efforts. « 

Do not deduce from this condition the conclusion that the possibilities 
of new population movements are over or that the face of the earth will 
show no further changes by occupation or withdrawal. There are areas 
now sparsely occupied, like the Tennessee Valley and the Columbia River 
Basin, that will benefit by added population; there are others, like the 
blighted areas of our great metropolises, which are due to be turned into 
park land, even in some instances into market gardens, as the rundown 
farms of the Adirondacks have been turned back into forest. Arid regions 
from Arizona to Australia, waiting to be harnessed to the sun by means 
of sun batteries and sun motors, will become the Egypts of a new cycle 
of civilization in which the desert, collectively reclaimed, will bring hu- 
man life to a higher pitch of cultivation. But this new population move- 
ment, this new resettlement, cannot proceed from the same motives that 
governed the past: the will to power and the will to profit. Co-operation 
must replace conquest, and systematic cultivation must take the place of 
heedless and often destructive extraction. Man wants no new Egypts for 
the purpose of building even more gigantic and enigmatic Sphinxes. 

The closing of the world frontier has been accompanied by a reversal 
of the whole process of emigration and colonization: in particular by the 
closing down of national frontiers. Barriers to human travel and immi- 
gration were raised, two decades before the open war of 1939, that would 
have seemed incredible in the nineteenth century. The United States im- 
migration laws of 1924 were symptomatic of the wider process. Instead 
of proceeding from the anarchy of nineteenth century land-seizure and 
emigration to a policy of co-operative colonization and cultivation, just 
the opposite course was taken by the cowardly and short-sighted states- 
manship that followed the First World War: this led to irresponsible 
isolationism and economic autarchy, an irrational course that was fol- 
lowed even in countries like Great Britain and the United States, which 
had profited most by the planetary movements of the nineteenth century. 
The ugly isolationism of a Luther, a Fichte, a Father Jahn, a Hitler, had 
its polite counterparts in countries whose liberal traditions had once been 
their glory. 

Compared to the sullen folly of the isolationists, the working beliefs of 
the imperialist and the international financier had actual moral superior- 
ity: for at their brutal worst, the latter had at least been interested enough 
in their remote brothers to wish to exploit them. This low, negative sense 
of human solidarity was more defensible than the notion that a country 
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could at will cut itself off from the rest of the human race, to its own 
profit and .pride, as the national isolationists, the continental isolationists, 
and the hemispheric isolationists advocated. All these regressive tenden- 
cies aggravated the conditions they affected to help. That way lay chaos: 
chaos and war. Under the mask of self-sufficiency the fascists disclosed 
the ultimate tendencies of such a process and their own real purposes: 
one-sided world domination. 

While the process of land expansion postponed the period of regional 
and worldwide stabilization until the limits were finally reached, the fact 
that these limits have now been attained must be accepted as a governing 
condition. Utopia can no longer be an unknown land on the other side of 
the globe: it is rather the region one knows and loves best, re-apportioned, 
re-shaped, and re-cultivated for permanent human occupation. This con- 
clusion makes imperative what was still only an ideal project at the end 
of the nineteenth century: Ebenezer Howard’s plan, first outlined in 
Garden Cities of Tomorrow, for the internal recolonization of every coun- 
try. There lies a bigger task for peace armies than Fourier ever dreamed. 

As for the migration and intermingling of peoples which marked the 
past age of land expansion, this must now take place on markedly dif- 
ferent terms: the physical interchange of goods and travelers is not nearly 
so important as the process of cultural understanding and harmonization. 
Those naive souls who conceive world co-operation in terms of vast ar- 
madas of airplanes plying back and forth across the continents and seas, 
are secretly thinking of making the standards of Paris and Hollywood, 
New York and Moscow, prevail throughout the planet: a bad dream, hut 
only a dream, for if such a limited understanding prevails, its chief re- 
sult will be further wars of extermination for the purpose of ensuring 
“an American century,” or its British or Russian equivalent. Such mechan- 
ical intercourse would merely continue the irrational and irregional ex- 
pansion of the past: a blind automatism that must result in a final destruc- 
tion of the civilization that thus seeks to perpetuate a moribund self. 

Cultural intercourse demands a slow tempo of interchange and assimi- 
lation: the passage of goods is secondary to the interchange of ideas, 
values, and symbols: hence the leisurely comings and goings of students, 
artists, scientists, philosophers are more important than the quick jour- 
neys of high-pressured executives, coddling their will to power by their 
speedy appearance in person at distant points. Strong regional centers 
of culture, promoting an active and securely grounded local life, will be 
necessary to make possible a selective use of the goods that other peoples 
and cultures have to offer. If we were merely to multiply the mechanical 
opportunities for intercourse and interchange, without rebuilding and re- 
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inforcing such regional centers, we would only worsen the conditions from 
which our present megalopolitan culture already suffers: an- overcrowd- 
ing of sensations and stimuli would make any real organic growth im- 
possible. Rome’s original mistake would thus be repeated with equally 
fatal results on a worldwide scale. 

The re-building of regional cultures, then, is an essential part of the 
new process of land utilization and land settlement. This process will 
give depth and maturity to the world culture that has likewise long been 
in the process of formation. Perhaps no contemporary artist has better 
exemplified the polarity between the regional and the universal, the in- 
digenous and the human, than Waldo Frank, in his interpretations of 
Spain and South America. In Virgin Spain, and even more in his South 
American Journey, Frank has expressed the attitude and fundamental 
philosophy of the post-machine age: he has exemplified the organic per- 
sonality who accepts all the daring technological devices that have been 
created during the past century, not to belittle his regional, his cultural, 
his human roots, hut to foster those larger developments of that very 
humanity in which all men may eventually share. He thus continues the 
quest that Whitman started. In such a spirit, the century-long settlement of 
the planet as a whole will be finally justified; for man will be at home 
anywhere in the world, and all that the wide world can offer will be 
available, at last, at his own doorstep, or rather, around his own hearth. 

5: Stabilization of Industry 

The discovery and exploitation of the relatively open lands outside 
Europe were followed by an expansion of mechanized industry. These two 
movements of expansion were closely connected: one of the things that 
made machine industry so extraordinarily profitable, apart from the 
economies of standardization and power-production, was the enormous 
disparity in the standard of living between the colonial workers who fur- 
nished the raw materials and the classes that bought the finished products. 

Within each country, the existence of an indigenous proletariat per- 
formed the same function: the high standard of living achieved by the 
middle classes was made possible by a low standard of living among those 
who did the servile work. The whole tempo of industrial expansion would 
have been many beats slower from the beginning if the industrial workers 
had been adequately fed, clothed, housed, and educated; for such a mini- 
mum standard would have put a ceiling on profits. Machines produced 
profits and profits were promptly plowed back into industry as capital 
to produce new machines wherever fresh opportunity offered, because 
the success of production was not gauged in terms of an adequate domes- 
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tic and civic life for the population as a whole. The natural tendency of 
mass production tq equalize the standard of life was offset by the tradi- 
tion of forcing down the worker’s income to the margin of subsistence. 

Now, during the past generation, three important changes have taken 
place in industry. One is the lessening of the need for fresh capital goods 
in that large part of the industrial system that has already been fully 
mechanized. The shift from handicraft to machine production has already 
taken place in most parts of Western civilization: opportunities for fur- 
ther mechanization now occur mainly in new industries like the plane 
or the radio, except under the dire pressure of war. Once a railway system 
is built, the further demand for steel rails and locomotives remains on a 
replacement basis. The better the original product, the slower the tempo 
of replacement. This is as it should be, although the economies so effected 
are partly annulled by the deliberate introduction of fashion models 
which bring about a premature obsolescence: a perversion that has been 
conspicuous in the motor car industry. The accomplished success of the 
machine, accordingly, tends to retard its further expansion: in that sense, 
the machine is self-limiting, and its true economy in saving labor and 
conserving life can become visible only when this mature state is reached. 
The terms of the nineteenth century’s expansion of machine industry now 
exist only in backward countries. 

The second important change is the development of a state of chronic 
unemployment in the advanced industrial countries: this is the current 
betrayal of another good, namely, the elimination of servile human labor 
from the processes of mechanical production. Classic capitalism through- 
out the last two centuries maintained a pool of the unemployed, which 
was useful for the double purpose of meeting seasonal shifts without 
carrying a permanently large working force and for keeping down the 
wages of labor through unprotected competition for the same job. But 
the steady enlargement of this pool bears witness tg another fact: the in- 
creased efficiency of the machine and the increased automatism of the 
process diminish the total demand for human labor. Hence the steady 
reduction in the hours of labor. Hence also the need to re-apportion the 
annual income more evenly and more equitably so that there will be a 
larger effective demand for the goods that the farm and factory produce. 

The unemployment of labor has been accompanied by an equally sig- 
nificant unemployment of capital: in both cases, it would seem, because 
the prospects of profit no longer exist on the terms offered during the era 
of expansion. Neither the enterpriser nor the worker will accept the con- 
ditions that fostered expansion in the past: the first demands profits with- 
out risk; the second demands a living wage without insecurity. The con- 
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cept of a living wage is an inevitable extension of the essential principles 
of democracy to machine industry: formal equality and liberty must now 
he transformed into operative equality and liberty. lfu§ is ho longer the 
goal of a party: it is the goal of human society. Even today intelligently 
organized industrial corporations — especially if they are in a position 
to pass on the increased costs to the consumer — are ready in the inter- 
ests of efficiency to grant a living wage and to carry a heavy fixed load 
by way of sickness Benefits and retirement pensions. This is at odds 
with the original premises of capitalism: for every fixed charge increases 
the responsibility for steady production and reduces the opportunity for 
swift changes in either the mechanical organization or the personnel. 

The desire on the part of both capital and labor to protect their status 
is understandable: the recurrent crises that have marked the expansion of 
industry have occasioned wholly rational anxieties. The private, short- 
sighted way of easing these anxieties is to introduce the principle of 
monopoly, in order to guard against sudden shifts through competition. 
But mark the consequences. Risk capitalism has become insurance capi- 
talism — which is a contradiction in terms. The growth of industrial mo- 
nopolies during the last fifty years, the steady intervention of the State 
as a participator and director in industrial enterprises, the increasing 
central control of the process of investment, have provided a one-sided 
kind of security for the favored groups at the expense of the community 
as a whole. For if capital need not take risks it must not expect high re- 
turns: it must consent to accept employment on the bare reward of being 
employable and so keeping alive the productive system itself; and capital 
must no longer hope for that curious form of immortality it has claimed — 
that of being returned intact after a period of use during which the 
machines and buildings it has bought have become worn out. 

Industry’s market now depends upon a steady rise in the annual income 
of the worker. This increase in consumption cannot be achieved merely by 
the nineteenth century method of adding to the area of the market and 
the number of consumers. Rather, there must be a shift in capital in- 
vestments from industries promising high profits to industries promising 
a better fulfillment of social need: a shift in expenditure from the luxury- 
simulating industries to the life-maintaining industries: above all, there 
must be a shift in the standard of living, from one expressed in money 
rewards to one expressed in terms of direct biological, social, and per- 
sonal satisfactions. Both the worker and the enterpriser ask for the same 
ultimate reward: security. And security is possible only in a stable econ- 
omy: an economy in which the calculable factors outweigh the incalculable 
ones: in which real goods take the place of spurious ones: in which an 
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AV. renewal or catastrophe? 

•' " C ' re " la " m0 . t , i0n 0 , f , tI,e P risoners in va " Gogh’s painting epitomizes the fate of a generation that accepts 
man-built walls and knows no way out. Van Gogh's painting of two walkers in the moonlight attempts to 
. * raans openmg destiny toward love, comradeship, freedom, hut here the external forces of re- 

-ton produce a pathological reaction: an exorbitant self-defeating vitality that obstructs the very pur- 
[■ , , d servc ’ as ln the movemerUs described in Chapter X. Van Gogh said: “The best way to know 

ft IS 10 , ' e many things - Love a fri ™d, a wife, something, whatever you like. But one must love with 
; ty and serious intimate sympathy, with strength, with intelligence.” One of van Gogh’s last paintings 
;'ack crows flymg ominously over a yellow cornfield, shows a foreboding of his owr end: insanity and 

'. Iy 1,y a grcat muslering of the forces of life, only by a positive renewal of the person, can our 
ization escape a similar fate. 






XVI. TODAY ANI) TOMORROW 

The foreground is dark, and it will become darker before day breaks. J he purging of long- 
accumulated poisons, the healing of ugly wounds, will not be done in a day: all this needs 
time, patience, resolute effort, and a willingness to forego selfish local gains for the sake of a 
larger common good — the unification of mankind and the replenishment of life. Nothing that is 
worth doing in our time will he done easily: that is, without a spiritual re-birth. Unless the blind 
recover their sight and the crippled learn to walk our very knowledge will slay us. No peace with- 
out struggle: no security without risk: no wholeness without simplification: no goods without 
measure: no love without sacrifice: no full life without the willingness to accept and transcend 
death in the very process of living. Those who have learned this lesson may build the City of Mam 
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ever larger share of the product goes into civic, rather than private, con- 
sumption. , t 

Up to the present, this whole change has been subverted and the process 
of stabilization has therefore not alleviated the conditions that caused 
the original anxiety: never indeed have economic crises been more shat- 
tering than in the last thirty years. The reason should now be plain: all 
the efforts at stabilization have been framed by leaders who were at- 
tempting to maintain or restore their past scale of rewards: every gain 
in security, even on the part of the workers, has been conceived solely in 
financial terms: standard wage rates, unemployment and old age insur- 
ance, tariffs and subsidies and cartels. This financial stabilization is by 
nature as insecure as anything else in the world, since war and inflation 
or unemployment and deflation can make a mockery out of the whole 
house of cards that has been so delicately erected. 

Stabilization cannot be achieved by private initiative, even when its 
agents are great corporations and great trade unions: it demands a radi- 
cal change in public policy, which must be argued before an electorate 
and decided by the democratic process, so as to enlist the full and open 
participation of those most concerned. This post-capitalist economy can- 
not be instituted by any combination of capitalists seeking their private 
good, even if they are abetted by trade union leaders seeking an equally 
private good. Indeed, if stabilization should continue on its present pecu- 
niary terms, of monopoly, insurance, legally enforceable class privileges, 
the result will be the stabilization of inequality and the underwriting of 
blackmail: not unlike the state created during the decay of the Roman 
economic order. The policy of economic appeasement, which the demo- 
cratic states followed during the last generation, is as fatal to a produc- 
tive economy as the policy of political appeasement was to peace. Indeed, 
this policy is only the more domestic, the more affable side of totalitarian 
absolutism. Even if the industrial structure remained outside the state, 
the result would be such a fossilization, such an inner deterioration, as 
takes place under peacetime conditions in the army — without the periodic 
incentive to reform that war finally brings. Appeasement is not a substitute 
for justice, and fossilization is not the equivalent — indeed it is the op- 
posite — of a dynamic equilibrium. 

The alternative to this regressive stabilization does not consist in any 
effort to restore free enterprise in the pattern of the mid-nineteenth cen- 
tury, when it was at its height: for the underlying need for stabilization 
remains. The conditions that favored the horizontal expansion of machine 
industry are all definitely over: just as a one-sided mercantile expansion 
is rapidly coming to an end with the building up of new centers of pro- 
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duction and new internal markets, in regions — like the Pacific North- 
west — that were once doomed to a colonial role. Expansion oi^past terms 
remains possible for only one purpose: the threatening anjl waging of war. 
This was the foundation of that spurious prosperity of which Nazism 
boasted before 1939: this it is that produces all the classic symptoms of 
expansion in every war economy: the renewed activity of the minin g 
and smelting industries, multiplication of machine tools industries and 
further development of the capital goods market, vast expansions of plant 
and equipment, full employment of workers and maximum profit for the 
investors. 

There is no fascist magic in that formula: every democratic country 
forced to meet the stresses of war has enjoyed the same dubious benefits 
and the same illusion of health. But the price should not be forgotten: 
the price is war and the product is destruction and death. War’s devas- 
tating and all-devouring scale of consumption has nothing to do with the 
standards of a vital economy; for it rests on an exorbitant demand for 
machines and on a ruthless negation of non-mechanical goods, services, 
arts, interests. 

Expansion by war or stabilization by financial insurance and corpor- 
ate monopoly — is that then the only alternative? Far from it: but it is 
the only choice offered so long as our society clings to the ideology that 
fostered the age of expansion and shrinks from the democratic political 
efforts that will be necessary to build up a life-centered economy. The 
real alternative to the stoppage of land expansion and industrial expan- 
sion is a balanced economy. I shall return to that point when I have out- 
lined the third and most important change that has taken place. 

6: Population Equilibrium 

The third condition for the world-wide expansion of Western civiliza- 
tion was the most fundamental: the increase in population. This required 
an enormous rise in the food supply; and it was furthered during the 
nineteenth century by an improvement in diet, in hygienic regimen, and 
in the care of children. Every new baby was a consumer; and the chief 
basis for an expanding economy lay in this seemingly illimitable demand. 
On the prospect of continued population increase, cities sprawled, urban 
land values rose, factories multiplied; and so long as this pressure con- 
tinued, a temporary miscalculation which caused overproduction or over- 
capitalization would eventually be rectified by further population in- 
crease. 

Around 1870 in England, somewhat earlier in France, and at various 
later dates in most other countries the rate of increase began to diminish 
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and the rising curve started to flatten out. Up to 1940 most of the ad- 
vanced industrial ^countries, with the exception of Holland, showed a 
strong tendency Joward equilibrium: on the basis of past tendencies Eng- 
land, for example, would actually be losing its population by 1970. Only 
peasant economies and countries like Russia, still under pioneer condi- 
tions, showed any considerable lag in reaching stability. Even there the 
effects of a falling birthrate would have become more visible if a falling 
death rate had not kept pace with it. 

As with industrial stabilization, there are two sides to this tendency: 
one socially desirable, the other dubious. On one hand, it is an example 
of a more general passage from quantitative to qualitative achievement: 
the mark of a high civilization. Intelligent people wisely prefer three 
children, healthfully nurtured, carefully educated, to a dozen children 
brought up without sufficient food or decent housing. To this extent, con- 
traception indicates a rising standard of intelligence and civic responsi- 
bility. Aimless and uncontrolled breeding belongs to the lower orders 
of organic life, not to man. 

But there is another side to the curbing of population growth, which 
comes out as soon as one relates the survival statistics to the distribution 
of population according to the size and nature of the habitat. This is the 
evident fact that fecundity is associated with rural life and rural tradi- 
tions, while sterility is associated with metropolitanism. In America, cities 
above 50,000 do not reproduce their population, and as the size of the 
city increases, the rate of population increase tends to decline. Part of the 
curb, therefore, is due to the existence of an urban standard of expend- 
iture and an urban routine that are hostile to reproduction: crowded 
residential quarters in which children are unwelcome because parents 
cannot afford an extra room — or in which dogs are more welcome than 
children: cities in which a sleek ideal of comfortable gentility has re- 
placed the desire for the joys and anxieties of parental responsibility: 
social groups in which a rising standard of fashionable expenditure leaves 
no surplus for the birth and care of children who, if they occur at all, do 
so in numbers insufficient to reproduce the stock. In short, urbanism re- 
sults in a decline of animal faith; and without this faith there is no urge 
to reproduction. Were it not for migrations from rural areas, the bigger 
towns would be steadily depopulated through their ineptitude for life. 

When these facts are treated statistically they seem to point to a grad- 
ual tapering away of life in the more civilized countries: at best to a mere 
holding of their own. This fact has been pointed out repeatedly during 
the last half century: Emile Zola’s tractarian novel, Fecondite, a some- 
what wooden idyll of married love, was both a protest against an anti- 
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social ideal and a cry of warning against its results. Those who accepted 
the facts as inevitable looked forward complacently td a worja presided 
over by the aged and the prudent and the spinsterly — wjth no sense that 
such a middle-aged society would lose the vital initiative needed even to 
defend itself against the aggressive minorities it might harbor in its midst. 

That acquiescence was premature. All the changes toward stabilization 
have taken place as a result of human inventions, human scientific ad- 
vances, human choices; and they can be modified, or the tendencies indi- 
cated reversed, by other conditions, other inventions, other choices. No, 
acts of man are wholly automatic until he deliberately gives himself up 
to automatism. 

In a catastrophic period like the present one, it would be a grave sin 
for the peoples of the more advanced countries to permit their love of 
physical ease to make them lose sight of their biological responsibilities. 
For all its defects, their culture does in many respects represent the peak 
of human achievement, and to the extent that it is now threatened by bar- 
barian forces, both within and without, it must replenish itself more vigor- 
ously at the source. To counteract deaths from warfare and disease that 
will soon reach dismaying proportions, to keep the balance of age groups 
from falling too heavily on the downward side of the life-curve, it is 
necessary to introduce a biological counterweight: more babies. The cult 
of the family is the answer to the sterile individualism that metropolitan 
civilization has fostered. 

The desire for children, the focusing of activities on the side of child 
nurture and child development, are healthy responses to the dehumaniza- 
tion and demoralization that inevitably accompany war. Here the peoples 
of the United Nations, at least those that are free, have already asserted 
their vitality in the face of manifold counsels of prudence and discour- 
agement: a good sign. For it is only by a fresh mobilization of vitality that 
Western peoples will # be able to hold their own and secure for the world 
the real goods they have helped to create. The rational stabilization of 
births throughout the world must be part of an international process of 
resettlement and regional culture. Once this biological sphere claims 
precedence, our entire economic life must be redirected toward its due 
service and culture. 

Let me sum up this general statement. The conditions for stabilization 
have appeared, but the institutions that will turn this process to the advan- 
tage of society have not yet been developed. The end of population ex- 
pansion and the end of land expansion are the clues to the slowing-down 
process that has made itself felt in industry. To find new consumers and 
new markets, industry must raise the real standard of life: this calls for 
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a reappo^tionment of its energies and its goods to the end that social 
need, not profit, shall become the criterion of both production and con- 
sumption. This change is already in process; but for lack of positive social 
adaptations, it has remained fragmentary, incomplete, abortive. 

During the last generation there has been a steady shift from individual 
demands, satisfied mainly by machine industry as an incident in the 
creation of profits and dividends, to collective demands expressed in goods 
and services that are supplied by the community to all its citizens. This 
process I have elsewhere called basic communism: it applies to the whole 
community the standards of the household and distributes benefits accord- 
ing to need, not according to ability or productive contribution. Education, 
recreation, hospital services, public hygiene, art, have all increased in 
importance in every national economy: they represent collective needs 
that cannot be left to the automatic working out — or failure — of the laws 
of commercial supply and demand. Such a change in the human goals of 
production is essential for the full use of our natural, technical, and scien- 
tific resources. 

Here is the condition forecast by Mill. “It is scarcely necessary to 
remark,” said Mill, “that a stationary condition of capital and population 
implies no stationary state of human improvement. There would be as 
much scope as ever for all kinds of mental culture and moral and social 
progress; as much room for improving the Art of Living, and much more 
likelihood of its being improved, when minds ceased to be engrossed by 
the art of getting on. Even the industrial arts might be as earnestly and 
successfully cultivated, with this sole difference, that instead of seeking 
no purpose but the increase of wealth, industrial improvements would 
produce their legitimate effect, in abridging labor.” 

When the conditions for social equilibrium are established, when the 
foundations for a balanced economy are laid, there will be a transfer of 
energy and interest into the non-profit-making enterprises, and into those 
consumptive and cultural activities from which no financial return can be 
expected, although each year may bring steady dividends in terms of in- 
telligence, health, and spiritual animation. In vital and essential human 
needs, the United States created less wealth during the boom period of 
the nineteen-twenties than it did in the strained years of the depression, 
when the public works program and the WPA cleared out slums, restored 
run-down lands, rehabilitated forests, and introduced art and drama into 
communities sunk in destitution. And historically, which has paid the 
greater dividends — the Cathedrals of the Middle Ages or the profit-mak- 
ing enterprises whose buildings and ships have long since rotted away? 
The true test of an economy is the ratio of consumption to creation: that is. 



412 


THE CONDITION OF MAN 


the ratio of the life-preserving functions to the life-fulfilling Junctions. 
The balanced economy we must now seek will place its emphasis not on 
the horsepower it consumes but on the manpower it releases: it will trans- 
late energy into leisure and leisure into life. 

So far none of the conditions for a balanced economy has been met. 
That is why the whole movement toward stabilization has taken place in 
regressive, anti-social ways; and it is why the counter-movement has 
stimulated barbarism and war. Meanwhile, our expansionist institutions 
have been steadily losing their reason for existence. Hence a hollowness, 
a persistent air of unreality, hangs over many parts of our culture which 
needed no explanation and no justification in the past. One must not be 
deceived by the familiar signs of accelerating mechanical progress: the 
inertia of a going institution is cumulative and it tends to conceal the 
waning of the original impulse. But the dream that man can make himself 
godlike by centering his energies solely on the conquest of the external 
world has now become the emptiest of dreams: empty and sinister. If 
anything should be plain by now it is the fact that man must build his 
culture about the complete human personality. Not only that: but he must 
compensate for his contemptuous neglect of the values that were not em- 
braced by the machine by giving to his biological and psychological func- 
tions, to his values and his ideals, a fuller measure of his interest and 
attention. 

An active knowledge of the social environment and of the behavior of 
men in social partnership, their needs, their drives, their impulses, their 
dreams, is just as indispensable for working out the new social order as 
reading, writing, and arithmetic were for those trained to capitalism. And 
so equally for the arts of society: the art of politics, the arts of enlight- 
ened behavior and orderly communication, must become the main field 
of new inventions. A world language is more important for mankind at 
the present moment than any conceivable advance in television and 
telephony: the pathetic provincialism of our present efforts at universal 
linguistics, from Esperanto to Basic English, proves the need here for 
moral self-examination and discipline, as well as semantic and linguistic 
skill. What we need today is not so much a moratorium on mechanical 
invention as a large-scale transfer of interest and personal talent to the 
fields of community and personality. 

To achieve a balanced economy, to make possible a world civilization, 
man must understand his real condition and formulate a fresh ideal of 
life. It is not from machines that we can learn the purpose of machines: 
it is not by unlocking the power of the atom that we can learn how to 
make ourselves men and how to make our communities serve the purposes 
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of men. We must create a new idolum: we must create a new super-ego: 
we must create a fresh plan of life, and we must educate ourselves and 
discipline oursejves for quite different tasks than those that commanded 
us during the period of expansion. In the course of this re-orientation the 
subjective and the objective, the primitive and the cultivated, the mechani- 
cal and the human will finally be unified in a new organic whole, which 
will do justice to the entire nature of man. 

This brings us to the main goal of the present book: the internal crisis 
and the internal renewal that will enable us to carry through the external 
transformation I have outlined. 

7: The Internal Crisis 

The internal crisis in our civilization has been visible for a much longer 
time than the external crisis; for it grew out of the inadequacy of the 
New World idolum and the failure of utilitarian man to fulfill the ends 
of life. 

The materialist creed by which a large part of humanity has sought to 
live during the last few centuries confused the needs of survival with the 
needs of fulfillment; whereas man’s life requires both. For survival, the 
physiological needs are uppermost; and the most imperative, obviously, 
are the needs for air and water: then food and shelter against extremes of 
temperature, and so by degrees one passes to those social needs for com- 
munication and co-operation that never wholly limit themselves to life- 
preservation in the narrow sense. Within the life-span of a generation, the 
needs for sexual intercourse and parental care are as imperative as those 
for air and water. 

In terms of life-fulfillment, however, this ascending scale of needs, from 
bare physical life to social stimulus and personal growth, must be re- 
versed. The most important needs from the standpoint of life-fulfillment 
are those that foster spiritual activity and promote spiritual growth: the 
needs for order, continuity, meaning, value, purpose and design — needs 
out of which language and poesy and music and science and art and re- 
ligion have grown. The deepest, the most organic, of these higher needs is 
that for love: all the stronger because it is rooted in survival. Neither 
group of needs is in a watertight compartment: lovers must eat and even 
greedy eaters have been known to share their food with the starving. 
Nevertheless there are conflict and tension between these two sets of needs, 
as there are between the primitive institutions of the tribe, seeking self- 
preservation, and the order of an open society, prepared to share its high- 
est values with all other men. 

Lured by his elemental needs, man tends to rest content with their 
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satisfaction: instead of using them as the basis of the good life, he often 
seeks, by merely elaborating and refining them, to use them as a substi- 
tute for the good life. Here is one of the chief causes pf social fixation 
and personal arrest. The more complicated and costly the physical and 
social apparatus for ensuring man’s survival, the more likely will it 
smother the purposes for which it humanly exists. That threat was never 
stronger than it is today; for the very exquisiteness of our mechanical 
apparatus, in every department of life, tends to put the non-human process 
above the human end. ! 

But no matter how primitive the community, and no matter how \ 
terrible the pressure of war, pestilence, or natural disaster, there must 
always be a sufficient margin of time and energy to carry forward the 
processes that make life-fulfillment possible. No matter how harassed a 
mother may be, she must give her child the gift of language as well as 
food. When life-fulfillment is put first, an intensification of activity takes 
place in all the subordinate needs, for they then have a meaning and a 
purpose that they do not possess in themselves: they do not merely sus- 
tain life but raise it to a higher level. 

The emergence of man from his purely animal slate consists in the con- 
stant increase of the ratio of higher needs to lower needs, and in the 
fuller contribution of his vitalities and energies to the molding of more 
richly endowed and more fully expressive personalities. Up to now, the 
fullest kind of human growth has been possible only to small groups of 
men: a privileged class, or at best, a city; and the fact that men as a body 
have not participated fully in man’s own highest activities has always 
undermined and disordered the very growth that even the most fortunate 
achieved. Only now has mankind itself arrived at the point of inheriting 
man’s whole estate. There lies the meaning and the promise of the demo- 
cratic ideal. 

The great gains that were made in technics during the last few centuries 
were largely offset by a philosophy that either deniedr the validity of 
man’s higher needs or that sought to foster only that limited set of inter- 
ests which enlarged the power of science and gave scope to a power per- 
sonality. At a moment when a vast surplus was available for the goods 
of leisure and culture, the very ideals of leisure and culture were cast 
into disrepute — except when they could be turned to profit. Here lies the 
core of the inner crisis that has afflicted our civilization for at least two 
centuries. In the heyday of expansionism, the middle of the nineteenth 
century, scarcely a single humane voice could be found to defend either 
the means or the ideals of a power civilization. The wisdom of the race 
revolted against the inhuman fruits of its knowledge: Blake, Ruskin, Mor- 
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ris, Arnold, Emerson, Whitman, Thoreau, Melville, Dickens, Howells, 
Hugo, Zola, Mazzini, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Ibsen — almost all the repre- 
sentative mind; of Europe and America — denounced the human results 
of the whole process of mechanization and physical conquest. As with one 
voice, they protested against the inhuman sacrifices and brutalizations, 
the tawdry materialisms, the crass neglect of the human personality. 

In the course of the last generation, the wisdom of this protest has be- 
come plain. As a result, many of the plans and projects that seemed like 
mere escapist dreams in the nineteenth century have become conditions 
for renewal; indeed only those who are aware of the importance of man’s 
higher needs will be capable even of providing intelligently for hare food 
and shelter. This is one of those periods when only the dreamers are prac- 
tical men. By the same token, the so-called practical men have become 
makers and perpetuators of nightmares: for it is their attempt to crawl 
back into the crumbled wreckage of the immediate past that has con- 
demned our society to frustration, to sterility, to savage barbarism. 

The inner crisis of our civilization must be resolved if the outer 
crisis is to be effectively met. Our first duty is to revamp our ideas and 
values and to reorganize the human personality around its highest and 
most central needs. If we ask ourselves as we face the future, not how to 
keep our old institutions and organizations running in their accustomed 
grooves, but how to keep life itself running, with or without the aid of 
these institutions, our problem immediately clarifies itself. There is no 
wealth, as Ruskin said, but life; and there is no consummation of life 
except in the perpetual growth and renewal of the human person: ma- 
chines, organizations, institutions, wealth, power, culture, cities, land- 
scapes, industries, are all secondary instruments in that process. What- 
ever nourishes the personality, humanizes it, refines it, deepens it, intensi- 
fies its aptitude and broadens its field of action is good: whatever limits 
it or thwarts it, whatever sends it back into tribal patterns and limits its 
capacity for human co-operation and communion must be counted as bad. 
Nothing that man has created is outside his capacity to change, to re- 
mold, to supplant, or to destroy: his machines are no more sacred or sub- 
stantial than the dreams in which they originated. 

In the end, all our contrivances have but one object: the continued 
growth of human personalities and the cultivation of the best life pos- 
sible. What sort of personality must we now seek to foster and nourish? 
What kind of common life? What traits and disciplines are needed in an 
age of stabilization, co-operation, and balance? What is the order of value 
in our life needs: do we put babies above motor cars, art above plumb- 
ing, the well-being of the worker above the mechanical efficiency or cheap- 
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ness of his product? If so, we must create a different ego-ideal from that 
which was the norm in a capitalistic and mechanical civilization: our 
mode of education and our plan of life must be directed tp more humane 
ends than those that have hitherto governed us. 

8: The Need for Human Balance 

As our culture developed during the last five centuries, its center lay 
more and more outside the human personality: hence a fragment of the 
personality displaced the whole. In attempting to restore balance in the 
community and in the personality, we need not be troubled by references 
to the undoubted existence of individual differences or to the fact, as true 
in society as in the individual organism, that all equilibrium is necessarily 
unstable and is constantly upset by the continued act of growth. The first 
condition makes the effort to achieve a fuller and more balanced develop- 
ment necessary: the second makes it an ideal goal — one always to be 
aimed at but never, in the nature of things, fully achieved. 

Differences in temperament, capacity, aptitude, and interest, differences 
that have their origin in diversities of biological inheritance, characterize 
all men, as they characterize the same men at successive moments in life: 
Who would doubt it? Who would change it? These differences are the 
inexhaustible source of the richness of human experience. But no man 
is an island: every age has a common ideal of personality which repre- 
sents the goals of living toward which the whole community is more or 
less set. To the extent that an individual shares in this personality, he is 
fit for his daily tasks and can co-operate freely with his fellows and make 
the fullest use of his culture. The more representative the common type, 
the more it meets the claims of its historic moment, the fewer repressions 
must be exercised over those whose inner tendency is to depart from it. 

If the era of stabilization is to be one devoted to the intensive but 
balanced cultivation of our natural and social resources, balance and in- 
tensity are equally, I believe, the key to the sort of personality that is 
needed to work effectively within this culture and to create the necessary 
changes in our disrupted institutions. The age of mechanical specializa- 
tion produced a quite different ideal: that of the one-sided specialist, the 
piece worker, the operative conditioned by repetition and reward, as 
Dr. E. L. Thorndike puts it: the end product of a long period of mechan- 
ization in which one by one the higher attributes of the personality have 
disappeared or have been reduced to mere whims and hobbies. The fatal 
results of this process were pointed out by Comte a full century ago. “If 
we have been accustomed to deplore the spectacle, among the artisan class, 
of a workman occupied during his whole life in nothing but making knife 
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handles or pinheads, we may find something quite as lamentable in the 
intellectual class, in the exclusive employment of the human brain in re- 
solving equations »or classifying insects. The moral effect is, unhappily, 
analogous in the two cases. It occasions a miserable indifference about the 
general course of human affairs as long as there are equations to resolve 
or pins to manufacture.” 

One of Comte’s most able successors in sociology, Dr. Karl Mannheim, 
has carried this observation even further: he notes the growing irration- 
ality of the personality engaged in production in proportion to the tech- 
nical refinement and “rationalization” of the process. The dismembered 
man, whether as engineer or workman, as organizer or salesman, needs 
less directive insight and intelligence once he is geared to the whole 
machine than the carpenter or the weaver needed in his workshop. The 
behaviorist man, with his slot-machine mind, responding mechanically to 
external stimuli, passive until acted upon, incapable of taking the initia- 
tive or choosing his destination, is the typical by-product of current so- 
ciety: fascist minds are thus more common than the conscious philosophy 
of fascism. Indeed our whole civilization has put a premium upon this 
primitive kind of automatism and compulsion: the very humanity that 
quickens the life-like machine leaves the person depleted and empty. 

Dr. Mannheim has well pointed out that the chief element in our inner 
crisis today is the disproportionate development of human faculties: “in- 
dividuals as well as historical and social groups may, under certain cir- 
cumstances, suffer from the danger of disintegration because their capaci- 
ties fail to develop equally and harmoniously.” This observation has been 
reinforced by an experienced psychiatrist and a profound reader of the 
modern soul, Dr. C. G. Jung, who has sought to combat this unfortunate 
lopsidedness and disparity by counseling his patients to cultivate their 
weaker sides. None of our dominant institutions today correct this lack 
of balance: on the contrary, they encourage it in the name of efficiency, 
an efficiency which fosters a single function at th£ expense of the whole 
life that finally supports it. Only by making the personality itself central, 
and by drawing forth its repressed or thwarted capacities, can this mis- 
chief be cured: balance and autonomy go together. 

The ideal of balance itself is an ancient one: common to philosophers 
as far apart in time and culture as Confucius, Aristotle, and Spencer: the 
Confucian ideal of the superior man, the Greek ideal of the Golden Mean, 
and the renascence ideal of the gentleman all embodied this conception. 
Behind the notion of balance is the ethical principle laid down by Her- 
bert Spencer: “Strange as the conclusion looks, it is nevertheless a con- 
clusion to be drawn, that the performance of every function is, in gen- 
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eral, a moral obligation. It is usually thought that morality requires us 
only to restrain such vital activities as in our present state are often 
pushed to excess, or such as conflict with average welfare, special or gen- 
eral; hut it also requires us to carry on these vital activities up to their 
normal limits.” 

Spencer’s doctrine of organic balance was handicapped by the same 
weakness that crippled Marx’s socialism, a defective incarnation: his for- 
mulation was a tissue of abstractions. But it is important to realize how 
well the deliverances of this nonconformist and individualist expressed 
the mature beliefs of Marx himself. These indications are significant be- 
cause the period of formulation almost always anticipates by at least 
half a century or more the stages of incarnation and fulfillment: so that, 
if we are to achieve a balanced economy and a balanced community and 
a balanced personality, it will be with the aid of ideas that have long 
been in existence: ripened sufficiently to be ready now for assimilation. 
Hence it is important to realize that Marx, in a brief passage in Capital, 
anticipated the present argument. He said: “In a socialist society, the 
‘fragmentary man’ would be replaced by the ‘completely developed in- 
dividual,’ one for whom different social functions are but alternative forms 
of activity. Men would fish, hunt, or engage in literary criticism without 
becoming professional fishermen, hunters, or critics.” 

In every department of life, man’s activity is limited by his capacities 
for assimilation; and the greater the resources man can potentially use 
the more disciplined and many-sided must be his response. The difficulty 
our culture faces was well diagnosed by Shelley: “The accumulations of 
the materials of external life exceed the quantity of power of assimilat- 
ing them to the internal laws of human nature.” When these accumulations 
heap up as recklessly as they have in our time and when the internal laws 
and the internal capacities of human nature are disregarded, the result is 
to turn each potential gain against man: he functions as a distracted atom 
in a growing chaos, mdde poor by his wealth, made empty by his fullness, 
reduced to monotony by his very opportunities for variety, the victim of 
changes that have in themselves become fixations: all beyond his power 
to assimilate or control. 

Civilizations do not die of old age: they die of the complications of old 
age. Observing this process long ago, Burckhardt predicted the coming 
of the “terrible simplifiers”: people who would reject all the goods mod- 
em man had acquired in order to restore the capacity to act. Those ter- 
rible simplifiers have appeared. They are the barbarians who renounce 
every part of our culture that makes a claim upon man’s higher needs: 
avowed barbarians like the Nazis and more insidious barbarians who, by 
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advertisihg, propaganda, and education, would turn every part of our 
life into the meay handiwork of coachman, cook, and groom, of beauty 
shop, assembly-line, and roadhouse. We cannot save our culture from 
these barbarians, external or internal, by clinging to the habits that make 
us a prey to their corrupt vitality. To recover life and health again we 
must, like the Christians confronting the classic world, find a benign 
method of simplification. We must find a method that will assert the pri- 
macy of the person and that will re-endow the person with all its attributes, 
all its heritage, all its potentialities. But unlike the Christian, we must un- 
dertake this transformation before the barbarian has finally wrecked our 
civilization: only thus shall we be able to carry forward the many life- 
promoting activities that man has created since the breakup of the me- 
dieval synthesis. 

The task for our age is to decentralize power in all its manifestations. 
To this end, we must build up balanced personalities: personalities that 
will be capable of drawing upon our immense stores of energy, knowl- 
edge, and wealth without being demoralized by them. On this point, 
Plato’s words in The Laws cannot be improved: “If anyone gives too great 
power to anything, too large a sail to a vessel, too much food to the body, 
too much authority to the mind, and does not observe the mean, everything 
is overthrown, and in the wantonness of excess runs in the one case to dis- 
orders, and in the other to injustice, which is the child of excess.” 

If we are to control machines and organizations, then, we must make 
men; and our first task is that of self-examination, self-education, self- 
control. Those who fail at this point will be incapable of contributing to 
the political, economic, and social transformations that are now so long 
overdue. 

9: The Organic Person 

The ideal personality for the opening age is a balanced personality: 
not the specialist but the whole man. Such a personality must be in dy- 
namic interaction with every part of his environment and every part of 
his heritage. He must be capable of treating economic experiences and 
esthetic experiences, parental experiences and vocational experiences, as 
the related parts of a single whole, namely, life itself. His education, his 
discipline, his daily routine must tend toward this wholeness. To achieve 
this, he must be ready to spurn the easy successes that come, in a dying 
culture, through self-mutilation. 

Such a dynamic balance is not easily achieved: its consummations are 
precious and its stability is precarious: it demands a vigilance and an 
athletic readiness for new shifts and stresses that more specialized voca- 
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tions do not habitually achieve. For balance is not a matter of allotting 
definite amounts of time and energy to each segment ofidife that requires 
attention: even our mechanical partition of functions does that. It means 
that the whole personality must be constantly at play, at least at ready 
call, at every moment of its existence and that no one part of life should 
be segregated from another part, incapable of influencing it or being in- 
fluenced by it. 

But qualitative balance is as important yts quantitative balance: many 
kinds of experience have the role in life that vitamins have in the diet: 
quantitatively minute elements may be as important for spiritual health 
as the vitamins and minerals are for bodily health. Most of man’s higher 
activities are in the latter category. No healthy person can look at pic- 
tures all day any more than he can make love all day. But for even the 
humblest person, a day spent without the sight or sound of beauty, the 
contemplation of mystery, or the search for truth and perfection is a 
poverty-stricken day; and a succession of such days is fatal to human 
life. That is why even the most superstitious forms of religion, which have 
at least kept alive some wraith of beauty or perfection, still contain for 
the mass of mankind something valuable that a bare scientific positivism 
has allowed to be lost both in thought and practice. 

The importance of balance to both the community and the personality 
will come out more clearly, perhaps, if we call to mind the patent dangers 
that will attend stabilization: dangers that are already plainly visible in 
the bureaucratism and time-serving that have begun to infect every de- 
partment of life: not alone government but business; and not alone busi- 
ness but education. Those who lack the creative capacity to establish a 
dynamic balance are already caught by its counterfeit and its negation: 
Alexandrianism or Byzantinism. 

Organizations that have been stabilized for any length of time — the 
army is an excellent example — become embedded in routine and hostile 
to change: they are unable to meet fresh challenges, and their very “ad- 
justment” becomes a profound cause of maladjustment. Scientific progress 
does not alter this fact, for scientific advances themselves tend to follow 
inflexible institutional forms, and they often seek perfection within a 
more and more obsolete frame of reference. Stability and security, pur- 
sued for their own sake, will result in a caste division of labor and in the 
denial of any changes that would upset an increasingly sessile routine: 
forms, precedents, stereotypes would supplant human needs, and the very 
attributes of life, its capacity for readjustment, for insurgence, for re- 
newal, would be forfeited by these ill-conceived efforts to guard life more 
effectively. 



THE BASIS OF RENEWAL 


421 


These regressive forms of stabilization have already taken shape: they 
have been seized upon by Nazi philosophers and leaders as the basis for 
enforcing permanent caste divisions. But the danger is not confined to 
the conscious fascists: many of those who talk loudest about rugged in- 
dividualism prove themselves in their daily practice the upholders of 
a Byzantine rigidity and hollowness. The standard examination papers 
that have appeared in so many departments of American education under 
the guise of progressive method would, in a short generation, paralyze 
the acquisition and extension of fresh knowledge: this symbolizes a much 
wider menace to life and thought. 

Precisely because stabilization brings with it these dangers, we must 
introduce into our conception of the type of personality needed the ability 
to touch life at many points, to travel light, and to keep every part of 
experience in a state of constant interplay and interaction: so that fresh 
challenges will appear at unexpected points, in unforeseeable circum- 
stances. For the age of balance we need a new race of pioneers, of deliber- 
ate amateurs, in order to offset the tendency to harden practice into smooth 
molds and to sacrifice the growing personality to the machine. Such stereo- 
typing of activity as will free the organism for its higher functions — like 
those human automatisms that put a large part of the burden of behavior 
on the vertebral column and the cerebellum — must not halt on its way to 
this destination. 

In this respect the varied war experiences that people in many countries 
have undergone, as soldiers, air raid wardens, fire fighters, nurses, and 
so forth, must be regarded as essential contributions to the task of peace- 
time co-operation: typical of a new kind of citizenship and a more vivid 
routine of life. But we cannot afford to promote a war every generation 
to break up social fixations: that is burning down the house to roast the 
pig. We must erect these social and personal counterpoises to rigidity 
and fixity as the basic requirements for a maturing personality. 

The custom of our time is to think no changfe worth even discussing 
unless it can be at once organized into a visible movement: the mass 
enlistment of thousands, preferably millions, of men and women. The 
very appearance of millions of men in black shirts and brown shirts gave 
fascism publicity that made its rancid ideas seem important. Many of 
the actual movements that claim allegiance today are little better than 
devices of publicity: decorative devices that change nothing and move 
nothing. Such, even, would be a revolutionary movement, unless those who 
took part in it remodeled the instruments with which they work: first of 
all themselves. 

Only in one place can an immediate renewal begin: that is, within the 
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person; and a remolding of the self and the super-ego is an inescapable 
preliminary to the great changes that must be made throughout every 
community, in every part of the world. Each one, within his or her own 
field of action — the home, the neighborhood, the city, the region, the 
school, the church, the factory, the mine, the office, the union — must carry 
into his immediate day’s work a changed attitude toward all his functions 
and obligations. His collective work cannot rise to a higher level than his 
personal scale of values. Once a change is effected in the person, every 
group will record and respond to it. 

Today our best plans miscarry because they are in the hands of people 
who have undergone no inner growth. Most of these people have shrunk 
from facing the world crisis and they have no notion of the manner in 
which they themselves have helped to bring it about. Into every new sit- 
uation they carry only a fossilized self. Their hidden prejudices, their glib 
hopes, their archaic desires and automatisms — usually couched in the 
language of assertive modernity — recall those of the Greeks in the fourth 
century b.c. or those of the Romans in the fourth century a.d. They are in 
a power dive and their controls have frozen. By closing their eyes they 
think they can avoid a crash. 

Those who look for swift wholesale changes to take place in our institu- 
tions under-rate the difficulties we now face: the inroads of barbarism and 
automatism, those twin betrayers of freedom, have been too deep. In their 
impatience, in their despair, such people secretly long to cast the burden 
of their own regeneration upon a savior: a president, a pope, a dictator — 
vulgar counterparts of a divinity debased or a corruption deified. But 
such a leader is only the mass of humanity writ small: the incarnation of 
our resentments, hates, sadisms, or of our cowardices, confusions, and 
complacencies. There is no salvation through such naked self-worship: 
God must work within us. Each man and woman must first silently assume 
his own burden. 

We need not wait for bombs and bullets actually to strike us before we 
strip our lives of superfluities: we need not wait for events to bend our 
wills to unison. Wherever we are, the worst has already happened and we 
must meet it. We must simplify our daily routine without waiting for 
ration cards; we must take on public responsibilities without waiting for 
conscription; we must work for the unity and effective brotherhood of man 
without letting further wars prove that the current pursuit of power, profit 
and all manner of material aggrandizement is treason to humanity: trea- 
son and national suicide. Year by year, we must persevere in all these 
acts, even though the restrictions are lifted and the urgencies of war have 
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slackened. Unless we now rebuild our selves all our external triumphs 
will crumble. 

There is no easy* formula for this renewal. It is not enough for us to do 
all that is possible: we must do that which seems impossible. Our first need 
is not for organization but for orientation: a change in direction and 
attitude. We must bring to every activity and every plan a new criterion 
of judgment: we must ask how far it seeks to further the processes of life- 
fulfillment and how much respect it pays to the needs of the whole 
personality. 

More immediately we must demand: What is the purpose of each new 
political and economic measure? Does it seek the old goal of expansion 
or the new one of equilibrium? Does it work for conquest or co-operation? 
And what is the nature of this or that industrial or social achievement — 
does it produce material goods alone or does it also produce human goods 
and good men? Do our individual life-plans make for a universal society, 
in which art and science, truth and beauty, religion and sanctity, enrich 
mankind? Do our public life-plans make for the fulfillment and renewal 
of the human person, so that they will bear fruit in a life abundant: ever 
more significant, ever more valuable, ever more deeply experienced and 
more widely shared? 

If we keep this standard constantly in mind, we shall have both a meas- 
ure for what must be rejected and a goal for what must be achieved. In 
time, we shall create the institutions and the habits of life, the rituals, 
the laws, the arts, the morals that are essential to the development of the 
whole personality and the balanced community: the possibilities of 
progress will become real again once we lose our blind faith in the ex- 
ternal improvements of the machine alone. But the first step is a personal 
one: a change in direction of interest towards the person. Without that 
change, no great betterment will take place in the social order. Once 
that change begins, everything is possible. 



